Making Muslim Americans: Parenting Practices, Parochial Schools, and the Transmission of Faith Across Generations in Metropolitan Detroit by Karam, Rebecca
City University of New York (CUNY) 
CUNY Academic Works 
All Dissertations, Theses, and Capstone 
Projects Dissertations, Theses, and Capstone Projects 
9-2020 
Making Muslim Americans: Parenting Practices, Parochial 
Schools, and the Transmission of Faith Across Generations in 
Metropolitan Detroit 
Rebecca Karam 
The Graduate Center, City University of New York 
How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know! 
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/gc_etds/3961 
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu 







MAKING MUSLIM AMERICANS 
by  







A dissertation submitted to the Graduate Faculty in Sociology in partial fulfillment of the 


















REBECCA A. KARAM 
All Rights Reserved  
  
 iii 
Making Muslim Americans: Parenting Practices, Parochial Schools, and the Transmission of 
Faith Across Generations in Metropolitan Detroit 
by  
Rebecca A. Karam 
This manuscript has been read and accepted for the Graduate Faculty in 
Sociology in satisfaction of the dissertation requirement for the degree of 







Date  Nancy Foner 
Chair of Examining Committee 





















Making Muslim Americans: Parenting Practices, Parochial Schools, and the Transmission of 
Faith Across Generations in Metropolitan Detroit 
By 
Rebecca A. Karam 
Advisor: Nancy Foner 
At present, it is estimated that there are 3.45 million Muslims living in the United States, the vast 
majority of whom are immigrants and the children of immigrants. While religion has typically 
been found to foster assimilation among immigrant newcomers, Islamophobia is rampant and 
threatens to challenge this process. This dissertation project intervenes in this empirical puzzle by 
asking the following research questions: How do we explain the conscious attempt by second 
generation Muslim parents to foster a distinctly Muslim and American identity among their third-
generation children? More specifically, how have the parenting decisions of upper-middle class, 
second-generation Muslim Americans primed their children for adult life as fully incorporated 
members of the American mainstream and as devoted members of a religious minority? To answer 
these questions, I draw on qualitative data collected among upper-middle class second-generation 
Muslim Americans in suburban Metropolitan Detroit. During the 2016-2018 academic school 
years, I interviewed 57 second-generation Muslim parents about their school choice in addition to 
15 after school activity leaders, teachers, and school administrators. I also conducted ethnographic 
field work by attending school activities, community fundraisers and banquets, and mosque events 
and holidays. I found that instead of assimilating entirely after having achieved high levels of 
socioeconomic success, they worked hard to maintain their minority religious identity and 
practices even as they moved closer to the American mainstream in contrast to their first-
generation parents and peers in a process called strategic assimilation. While they did so, the 
second-generation Muslim Americans in my study sought, on the one hand, to shed ethnic 
attachments in line with their subjective sense of assimilation, while, on the other hand, they gave 
cultural preference to a pan-ethnic, pan-racial, decultured Islam (which they referred to as pure 
Islam). My data also revealed how second-generation Muslim parents temporarily created a sacred 
canopy from the religiously particularistic social world of the Islamic schools, mosques, and home 
(what they termed a “Muslim bubble”) to protect their young children from potentially morally 
compromising and religiously confusing outside social influences; after carefully creating the 
bubble, parents then consciously and slowly deflated it to prepare them for life as a member of a 
minority group in America. Lastly, this project explored the lived experiences of Muslim American 
parents in the wake of Islamophobia, finding that members of this community simultaneously felt 
scared for their personal and community’s safety in the face of such hostility but were also 
empowered to combat it. Overall, this study contributes to the sociology of immigrant assimilation, 
the intergenerational transmission of religion, and Islamophobia by providing a detailed portrait 
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Standing in sub-freezing temperatures on a Saturday afternoon in December 2016, I 
watched as a small group of six boy scouts earned their bobcat badges. The group of five hurried 
through the Cub Scout Oath: “On my honor I will do my best to do my duty to God and my 
country and to obey the Scout Law; To help other people at all times; To keep myself physically 
strong, mentally awake, and morally straight.” 
Scout leader Asad commended the boys. “Okay, alf mabrook, congratulations everyone.” 
With the completion of this recitation, the boys had now earned the badges. After distributing 
them, Asad exclaimed, “Let’s go get warm by the fire.” The boys collectively shrieked with 
excitement.  
They darted toward the fire, ignoring their parents’ pleas to pose for photos to 
commemorate the milestone. Visibly dismayed, the parents and I made our way toward the 
newly ignited blaze.  
One father opened a grocery bag which was filled with packages of Chicago-made Ziyad 
brand halal marshmallows.1 The boys oohed and ahhed.  
“Who brought the roasting skewers?” One father asked. 
Some of the adults looked at each other puzzled. 
“Just get some sticks from the woods,” suggested another parent. 
Several boys leapt up and ran to the trees behind them, grabbing at the branches. Other 
boys stayed seated, watching in apparent confusion.  
 
1 Marshmallows typically contain pork gelatin whereas marshmallows that conform to halal 
certification standards contain beef gelatin.  
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“What do we need the sticks for?” one whispered to his dad.  
The father shrugged.  
Akram, Asad’s son, was the first boy to find a suitable stick. It was long and sturdy but 
narrow enough. He returned to the fire, snatched a marshmallow from the bag, and proceeded to 
shove it on the stick. He then held the stick over the fire until the large puff of whipped gelatin 
went up in flames.  
A boy seated near me asked his dad in a concerned tone, “You mean we have to eat it off 
a stick from the ground?” 
His father nodded. They watched with an incredulous gaze as Akram pull the charred 
skin off his marshmallow and popped the sticky melted mess into his mouth.  
“Yummm!” Akram delighted. 
Eventually, all of the boys had their fun roasting, or rather burning their marshmallows. 
As they did, the parents—consisting of seven fathers, two grandfathers, and one mother—chatted 
about memories of Palestine and Detroit Lions football. Some roasted their own marshmallows.  
I asked the father standing next to me if he was going to join them in roasting one and 
held up the bag of marshmallows that I was holding.  
“Oh, no. I’ve never roasted one before” he replied in thickly accented English.  
“Is that true?!” asked another father seated nearby, nearly shouting. 
“Yes, I’ve never had one.”   
“Here.” The other dad found a stick and promptly handed it over to the inexperienced 
father. 
A quick informal survey of hands raised revealed that a third of the parents had never 
roasted a marshmallow before and the same was true for their children. All of the families were 
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Muslim, and many were newcomers to the country, some of whom had never experienced this 
quintessentially American campfire tradition. With the help of their American-born peers who 
supplied marshmallows made without pork products, they were able to enjoy this rite of passage 
without compromising their religious devotion to living a halal lifestyle.  
 
 
Figure 1. Halal Marshmallows 
 
The focus of this dissertation is on small moments like this one among second-generation 
Muslim parents and their children. It is also focused on the parenting logics intended to bring 
their children from infancy to adulthood with consistency, morality, and faith which make these 
moments possible. In it, I respond to the following research questions: How do we explain the 
conscious attempt by second generation Muslim parents to foster a distinctly Muslim and 
American identity among their third-generation children? More specifically, how have the 
parenting decisions of upper-middle class, second-generation Muslim Americans primed their 
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children for adult life as fully incorporated members of the American mainstream and as devoted 
members of a religious minority?  
These questions are especially important given that the number of American-born 
Muslims is growing. At present, it is estimated that there are 3.45 million Muslims living in the 
United States, the vast majority of whom are immigrants and the children of immigrants from 
around the world (only 23 percent of Muslims in America are U.S. natives with U.S.-born 
parents) (Pew Research Center 2017). In this introduction, I will begin by reviewing pertinent 
literature and introducing sociological concepts used to frame this dissertation, provide a brief 




What is Assimilation? 
When immigrants arrive in a new country, how will they be incorporated into the existing 
society? To become members of the mainstream, will they be expected to shed their ethnicity in 
order to fit in? In classical ideas of immigrant assimilation, as espoused by Warner and Srole 
(1945), ethnic differentiation was expected to decline with time; every new generation would 
become less ethnic and more like those in the mainstream and achieve economic mobility as they 
did so. In this “straight-line” model, the onus is on newcomers and their children to change. 
According to Gordon (1964), assimilation meant becoming more like the middle-class White 
Protestant core of American society because they were the established dominant group.  
Yet these ideas about assimilation were shaped by the political and socioeconomic 
environments experienced by immigrant communities in the past. In the second decade of the 
  
 5 
twentieth century, immigration flows, which had been dominated by southern and eastern 
Europeans, were all but halted in the United States as a result of national origin quota 
restrictions, followed by the Great Depression and World War II. This had the effect of 
diminishing ethnic replenishment and transnationalism, so that ethnicity, or at least strong ethnic 
attachments and meaningful customs,2 seldom persisted more than one or two generations 
(Kasinitz 2004). With the abolishment of the national origins quota system, passed into law by 
the Hart Celler Act of 1965, along with other equality gains for racial minorities in the Civil 
Rights era, immigration scholars argued it might no longer be appropriate to measure the 
assimilation of new immigrants according to the old standards.  
In Remaking the American Mainstream, Alba and Nee (2003) provided a new definition 
of assimilation, describing it as “the decline of an ethnic distinction and its corollary cultural and 
social differences” (Alba and Nee 2003:11). In this definition, instead of the majority culture 
remaining unaffected by newcomers, they argued that the mainstream must be viewed as a 
composite culture, one that is constantly evolving as a result of “the interpenetration of diverse 
cultural practices and beliefs.” In other words, the assimilation process is not one-sided and the 
conceptions of what is mainstream will likely expand as members of ethnic and racial groups 
that were formerly excluded become included.  
How is assimilation operationalized and studied by sociologists today? Assimilation may 
be studied through socioeconomic, spatial, or cultural lenses—and in many cases, by using a 
combination of all three.  
 
2 Meaningful ethnic attachments stand in contrast to symbolic ethnicity (Gans 1979) or optional 
ethnicity (Waters 1990), concepts which refer to the ability of some third and fourth generation 




Socioeconomic assimilation considers labor market segmentation, income and wealth, 
and levels of educational attainment. Understanding how and in what circumstances immigrant 
communities are able to assimilate socioeconomically is important because in contrast to the 
earlier waves of eastern and southern European immigrants who were concentrated at the bottom 
of the occupational distribution, socioeconomic diversity is a salient feature of the post-1965 
immigration waves (Perlman and Waldinger 1997). Of course, processes of socioeconomic 
assimilation do not occur in a vacuum and thus have also been studied in the context of where 
immigrants live (spatial assimilation) and how their daily lives fit into the mainstream (cultural 
assimilation). 
Because assimilation is perceived as a generational process, the focus is not just on 
immigrants themselves but also their descendants. As Kasinitz (2004:278) pointed out, 
“assimilation patterns may ultimately lie less with immigrants themselves than with their 
ambivalently American children. It is this second generation who will determine whether and 
how the patterns of incorporation into U.S. society echo or diverge from those associated with 
past immigrants.” Many path-breaking studies on the second generation in the United States have 
focused on their experiences as children and as young adults, finding that embracing ethnic and 
racial diversity is integral to their experience of joining both American society and the world of 
their immigrant parents (Kasinitz et al. 2008; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes and Zhou 1993; 
Tran 2019; Waters et al. 2010). 
To account for interaction between race, class, and intergenerational assimilation, Portes 
and colleagues put forward the segmented assimilation model which outlines multiple patterns 
and divergent outcomes of assimilation. Segmented assimilation theory emerged with the 1993 
publication of “The New Second Generation” by Alejandro Portes and Min Zhou in the Annals 
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of the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences. The theory was built on the empirical 
observations that the host society is highly stratified by class, race, and ethnicity, that immigrant 
social mobility is contingent on ethnic specificities and structural circumstances, and that 
immigrants arrive with different amounts and kinds of resources to cope with resettlement and 
socioeconomic incorporation (Zhou 2009). 
From this perspective, the process of assimilation may take multiple pathways, 
sometimes with different turns leading to varied outcomes. Three main patterns are discernible. 
The first is the time-honored upward mobility pattern of acculturation and economic integration 
into the normative structures of mainstream middle-class America. The second pathway is the 
downward mobility pattern into the margins of American society. This is the path of adapting to 
native subcultures, including oppositional subcultures associated with inner city native minority 
groups trapped in the margins of the host society or the bottom rungs of the occupational ladder. 
The third pathway is socioeconomic integration into mainstream American society with lagged 
and selective acculturation and deliberate preservation of the values and norms, social ties, and 
ethnic institutions of the immigrant community. This is the path of deliberately reaffirming 
ethnicity and relying on ethnic networks and structures for socioeconomic advancement into 
middle-class status. 
Whether or not such distinct patterns of segmentation among immigrant communities are 
empirically evident is debated. In their influential study of New York City’s diverse second-
generation population, Kasinitz et al. (2008) found that the members of these groups are 
generally incorporating into the mainstream and most are exceeding the educational levels of 
their parents. They found that in terms of economic mobility, most members of New York’s 
second generation earned as much or more than natives in the same ethno-racial group by 
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thriving in the mainstream economy, not by working in ethnic niches or by adopting an 
oppositional identity. Rather they found evidence of a “second-generation advantage” or the 
ability to select the best traits from immigrant parents and native-born peers. The greatest 
evidence of intergenerational disadvantage was actually found among African Americans and 
Puerto Rican Americans.  
Now that many members of America’s second generation are fully-grown adults and 
raising children of their own, understanding their place in mainstream American society takes on 
new significance. By turning our attention to the process of parenting, we gain a new window to 
see which ideas about assimilation are put to a practical test. Are members of the third generation 
being raised in a social milieu that has grown to adopt some of their immigrant grandparents’ 
culture but, as Alba and Nee would predict, in a highly Americanized form? Is there evidence 
that some segments of the descendants of immigrants may be facing systematic challenges to 
upward assimilation? This dissertation will consider these questions in light of other relevant 
issues including religious identity and xenophobia.  
 
Immigrant Religion in America 
The post-1965 immigration has led to the growing prominence of new religions on the 
American landscape (Waters and Pineau 2015). In 2014, according to one survey, the vast 
majority of immigrants—68 percent—were Christian, while 4 percent were Muslim, 4 percent 
Buddhist, 3 percent Hindu, 1 percent Jewish, and 2 percent a mix of other faiths (Pew Research 
Center 2015).3 Compared with immigrants who have been in the United States for decades (i.e., 
 
3 Because the U.S. Census Bureau is not allowed to ask questions on religious affiliation, 
researchers have to rely on various other surveys for data on immigrants’ religious affiliations. 
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since before 1990), immigrants who have arrived more recently are somewhat less likely to be 
Christian and more likely to identify with non-Christian faiths. 
The study of religion among immigrants in America has generally found that religion 
serves as a powerful tool for their social integration and incorporation into the wider society. 
Writing in the mid-twentieth century scholars including Herberg (1955) and Handlin (1951) 
argued that to be American is to be a Protestant, Catholic, or Jew—that is, religious identification 
with these groups is a reflection of social “belonging.” Similarly, Greeley (1972) found that 
denominationalism, or the tendency for ethnic religious congregations to cohere to 
denominational boundaries, is not only a reason for the vigor of American religion but also 
explains one way in which ethnic-Americans answer the identity question, “what am I?” 
(Greeley 1972:110).  
Contemporary scholarship supports many of these earlier contributions about the positive 
relationship between religion and assimilation, even across ethnic, racial, and religious lines.  As 
in the past, some have found that asserting a religious identity becomes an acceptable way to be a 
minority and American at the same time (Kibria 2011; Kurien 1998). According to Alba and 
Foner (2015:129), today’s immigrant religions, even those outside of the Judeo-Christian 
tradition, have been integrated into American society in many ways owing to  the “difficult 
integration” of earlier eastern, southern, and central European immigrants and their religions—
Catholicism and Judaism—into an expanded American religious mainstream. 
Some scholars have focused specifically on the role religious institutions play in 
supporting the assimilation process. For example, Hirschman (2004:1206) explained that religion 
serves as a site for refuge, respectability and resources because of the important socioeconomic 
role that churches, synagogues, temples, and mosques play in American society. He argued that 
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the creation of immigrant religious institutions “provide[s] ethnic communities with refuge from 
the hostility and discrimination from the broader society as well as opportunities for economic 
mobility and social recognition.” Some of the resources provided by religious institutions include 
providing emotional support and social services (Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000), mobilizing for civic 
and political engagement (Dana, Barreto, and Oskooii 2011; Schmidt 2004), and acting as a 
shield against negative social influence (Zhou and Bankston 1998).  
The institutions and practices of immigrant religious institutions may undergo the 
“Americanization” process as well. For example, Yang and Ebaugh (2001) found that immigrant 
religious communities in the United States undergo several types of changes that foster 
immigrant incorporation (including the adoption of the congregational form and embrace of 
ethnic diversification). This is true not only for Christian immigrants, but also religious 
minorities such as Hindus (Joshi 2006; Kurien 2006) and Buddhists (Suh 2009).   
Among the second-generation, religion may be a key site for youth to remain connected 
to their parents’ generation, even as they navigate their place in the United States. For example, 
Naber (2005) found that young American-born adults in San Francisco’s Arab and Muslim 
communities leveraged Islam as a way to unsettle parental authority while maintaining a sense of 
honor and respect. While Menjívar (2002) found that the 1.5 and second generation members of 
her study were generally not religiously inclined, religious activities provided almost the only 
continuity to their parent’s home country. 
Some research questions relevant to this dissertation remain regarding social belonging 
and religion in American immigrant communities. For example, what does the Americanization 
process look like for immigrant religions which are subject to high levels of xenophobia? And 
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specifically, in the case of Islam, what is the relationship between Islamophobia and the 
integrative effects of religion?   
 
The Muslim American Experience and Islamophobia 
While religion typically aids in the social incorporation process, Muslim Americans, on 
the surface, seem to buck this trend. Since September 11, 2001, Muslims and those perceived to 
be Muslims (including those of Arab, Middle Eastern, and South Asian ancestry) have faced high 
levels of Islamophobia,4 as many are perceived as potential threats to national and cultural 
security. In the United States, Islamophobia has tended to surge in moments of conflict between 
the United States and the Middle East. In recent history, the Iran Hostage Crisis, the Gulf War of 
1990, and the 1993 World Trade Center bombing serve as examples (McAlister 2005). More 
recently, Islamophobia became especially prominent after the September 11 terrorist attacks and 
again in the wake of the 2016 election of Donald Trump when he deliberately stigmatized 
Muslims in a variety of ways. Islamophobia has been perpetrated at both the state and individual 
(actors within society) levels. At the state level, anti-Muslim xenophobia has generally occurred 
through federal anti-terrorism efforts that use racial, ethnic, and religious profiling. At the 
individual level, anti-Muslim xenophobia has often been expressed through violent assaults, 
mosque vandalizations, property destruction, and employment discrimination, among many other 
forms. 
One of the greatest impacts of Islamophobia on Muslim Americans has been the 
deterioration of civil liberties, especially for non-citizen Muslim Americans. Immediately 
 
4 Xenophobia is generally defined as a fear and hostility toward people from other countries or 
cultures. Islamophobia is a form of this concept directed specifically at Muslims and those 
perceived to be Muslims. 
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following 9/11, the United States took a number of security measures such as the USA 
PATRIOT Act, the establishment of the Department of Homeland Security, and the creation of 
the now defunct National Security Entry-Exit Registration System (NSEERS), which were all 
ostensibly aimed at combating terrorism, yet had the unintended consequence of propagating 
Islamophobia at the state level. More recently, President Trump enacted Executive Order 13780, 
titled Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United States; it was signed on 
March 6, 2017 and is sometimes called “Travel Ban 2.0.” As of the most recent revision of the 
order in February 2020, travel to the U.S. has been banned by nationals of Muslim-majority 
countries including Syria, Iran, Libya, Yemen, Somalia, and Nigeria (where half of the 
population is estimated to be Muslim). The Supreme Court upheld the most recent version of the 
travel ban on June 26, 2018. 
In response to the attacks of September 11, 2001 and the subsequent War on Terror, an 
unprecedented surge of Islamophobia on the individual level emerged. According to data from 
the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), hate crimes5 against Muslim Americans increased 
from just 28 incidents in 2000 to 481 incidents in 2001. While numbers of hate crimes against 
Muslim Americans dropped substantially in the decade after 2001, the figures spiked again in 
2017. From 2014 through June of 2019, the Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) 
chapters across the country recorded a total of 10,015 anti-Muslim bias incidents. The trend in 
data shows a steady increase in the number of bias incidents targeting American Muslims over 
time, with the initial jump occurring after the 2015 entry of Donald Trump into the presidential 
 
5 The Federal Bureau of Investigation (2020) defines a hate crime as a “criminal offense against 
a person or property, motivated in whole or in part by an offender’s bias against a race, religion, 
disability, sexual orientation, ethnicity, gender, or gender identity.” Victims of hate crimes can 
include institutions, religious organizations and government entities as well as individuals. 
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elections (CAIR 2019). The highest number of cases occurred in 2017, at 919 reported incidents. 
CAIR attributed the rise to the Muslim Ban Executive Order signed in January of 2017. In 
Michigan alone, CAIR (2019) reported 350 cases during this time frame.  
As a result of rising Islamophobia, many Muslim Americans have not only been subject 
to hate crimes and bias incidents. They have also faced discrimination in schools and workplaces 
(Abdelhadi 2017; Ball and Haque 2003; Modood 2004; Wallace, Wright, and Hyde 2014; 
Widner and Chicoine 2011) and experienced difficulty in publicly asserting Muslim and 
American identities (Ewing 2008; O’Brien 2017; Pratt-Ewing and Hoyler 2008). What do these 
patterns of exclusion and hostility mean for the incorporation of Muslim Americans into the 
wider society?  
Scholarship on the formation of American Islam does seem to follow earlier ideas about 
integration. American Islam is taking the denominational form and congregational structure not 
seen in Islamic-majority nations (Haddad 2002; McCloud 2003; Metcalf 1996). Participation in 
Islamic congregations is tied to a number of types of civic engagement, including voting and 
political activity (Bagby 2009; Cainkar 2009; Dana et al. 2011). Finally, American Muslim 
congregations are working hard to create a uniquely American Islamic experience, which 
includes the implementation of English-only sermons and interfaith activity in order to create 
what Bilici (2012) called a “naturalized” or Americanized Islam. How and why some members 
of Muslim American communities are seeking to create a uniquely American Islamic experience 
is the subject of this dissertation.    
 




In the northern and western suburbs of Detroit where this study takes place, the majority 
population identifies as White (European ancestry), American-born, and Christian. These 
neighborhoods are among the most-highly resourced in Metro-Detroit in terms of socioeconomic 
status. For Arab and South Asian Muslim Americans living in this region of Metropolitan 
Detroit, both their ethnicity and religion give them minority status, whereas their class standing 
and levels of educational attainment match and sometimes even exceed those of the mainstream 
population. For second-generation parents to pass on a strong ethnic and/or Muslim identity to 
their third-generation children requires a concerted effort. The density of ethnic Muslim 
American life both in terms of population and ethnic institutions pales in comparison to the 
enclaves of Dearborn and Hamtramck, each a 30-minute drive from these suburbs.  
The landscape of schooling options open to Muslim parents in the northern and western 
suburbs was vast. Not only do these neighborhoods boast some of the highest-ranked public-
school districts in the state of Michigan, parents there live a short distance from elite preparatory 
academies, Catholic parochial schools catering to students outside the faith, cutting-edge charter 
schools, Muslim homeschooling networks, and Muslim K-8 parochial schools. The parents 
featured in this project all opted to send their children to one of three Muslim parochial schools 
(what they called “private school”) in the area: Bristol Heights Academy, the Salaam School, and 
Rising Star Academy. Tuition at these three schools cost $5,000 to $8,000 per pupil annually and 
they provided academic training that was slightly less rigorous than their local public schools 
(per state of Michigan testing guidelines), and offered fewer amenities in the way of extra-
curricular programing, special-needs provisions, and other specialized classes offered at the other 
nearby schools.  
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Data in this dissertation consist of 72 in-depth interviews and two years of ethnographic 
observation collected during the 2016–2018 academic school years. In total, I interviewed 57 
second-generation Muslim parents of mostly South Asian and Arab descent. Qualifications for 
their participation included (1) second-generation immigrant status (American born to immigrant 
parents or having arrived in the U.S. before the age of 5 years); (2) self-identification as Muslim; 
and (3) being a parent of at least one child who was enrolled in one of the three suburban 
Detroit-area Muslim K-8 parochial schools: Rising Star Academy, Salaam School, and Bristol 
Heights Academy. The parents who participated in this study lived in the northern and western 
suburbs of Detroit, held middle and upper-middle class standing, and worked in white-collar 
careers as doctors, lawyers, engineers, financiers, and other professions that required them to 
obtain advanced degrees from mainstream universities.  
When possible, I met with both parents together. Oftentimes, our interview was 
sandwiched between the tasks of a busy upper-middle class day and was cut short by soccer 
games, doctor’s appointments, and tutoring lessons. I learned quickly that daytime interviews 
were quiet and focused. Evening interviews were often interrupted by children asking parents 
where to find an extra charging cable, pop-ins from in-laws, and phone calls from work 
colleagues. Interviews focused on ideal parenting philosophies, schooling choice, how they 
arranged their children’s “free” time, how they defined the meaning of success for them (e.g. by 
income, occupation, religious commitment, or other measures), and experiences with 
Islamophobia. 
In addition to interviews with parents, I conducted 15 interviews with school 
administrators, teachers, and after-school activity leaders. These interviews were conducted as a 
form of peer-checking and provided valuable information on both children and parents. These 
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conversations also provided a more longitudinal perspective, as some interviewees have served 
in their roles for many decades. Interviews with this group focused on their perspectives on 
children in the parochial schools, how they were faring in this religiously based environment, 
and what interactions with second-generation parents were like. 
Interview data provided a unique window into analyzing Muslim American family life. 
These families opted for Islamic schooling for their children, despite living in some of the 
highest-ranked public-school districts in Michigan while having the resources to send them to 
elite preparatory academies. These choices suggested that the Muslim identity was at least 
somewhat salient. 
To conduct the ethnographic observation portion of this study, I volunteered at Boy Scout 
troop meetings, field trips, and school parties. I also worked alongside Muslim parents at charity 
events and fundraisers, attended their book clubs, and demonstrated with them at protests. I 
attended mosque lectures and iftars (communal meals taken to break fast during Ramadan). 
Ethnographic data collected during these events revealed not only how parents and children 
spoke to and interacted with one another, but also how children were being primed to engage 
with the public when their activities required them to leave Muslim environments. While these 
qualitative data did not reveal if parents ultimately deemed children’s outcomes successful, they 
uncovered parenting strategies that were demonstrative of how and to what extent this segment 






 This dissertation begins with a more in-depth explanation of the methods and setting of 
the research. Chapter one considers the great benefit of ethnography as a means for 
understanding the lived realities of religious minorities. Not only does the method allow for 
detailed analysis of an often-misunderstood community (Muslim practices are often viewed with 
confusion or hostility), it also helped reveal how theology and religious practice interacted in the 
everyday lives of Muslim American families. This chapter also provides pertinent background 
information on the community under study, the residential setting in which they live, and the 
parochial schools their children attend.  
 The next two chapters consider what it means to be both Muslim and American. Chapter 
two investigates the daily efforts second-generation parents put forth to engage in boundary 
work, finding that the brightest boundaries that respondents used in constructing identities were 
religion (Muslim/non-Muslim) and generation (American/immigrant). In attempting to cultivate 
and pass on these specific identities, parents consciously crafted a de-ethnicized interpretation of 
Islam and hence a Muslim American identity that they saw as integral in promoting upward 
assimilation for themselves and their third-generation children. In other words, instead of simply 
defining success in terms of income and career, moral markers of success (including the 
maintenance of a strong Muslim identity) were placed on equal or greater footing as 
socioeconomic ones.  
 Chapter three continues this discussion of the Muslim American identity by analyzing the 
cultural repertoires of second-generation families that make this identity possible. I learned that 
these parents adopted distinctive cultural practices that set them apart from both immigrant 
Muslims and mainstream American society. To help explain the logic behind their cultural 
decision making, I describe key aspects of their generation’s interpretation of Islam (which they 
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termed “pure Islam”) and demonstrate that when immigrant beliefs and practices were seen to 
conflict with pure Islam, they were deemed “cultural baggage” and consciously avoided. The 
result of this cultural negotiation was a de-ethnicized Islam. In the process of leaving cultural 
baggage behind, members of this community practiced a distinctly American form of their 
religion. 
 Chapter four builds on Peter Berger’s (1967) theory of the sacred canopy to demonstrate 
how parents passed this particular interpretation of their faith onto the third generation. My data 
reveal how second-generation Muslim parents created a sacred canopy from the religiously 
particularistic social world of the Islamic schools, mosques, and home (what they termed a 
“Muslim bubble”) to protect their young children from potentially morally compromising and 
religiously confusing outside social influences. But this bubble was only temporary. I show how 
after carefully creating the bubble, parents then consciously and slowly deflated it as the children 
grew older by exposing them to the wider non-Muslim society in order to prepare them for life as 
a member of a minority group in America. 
What does life as a sometimes feared and hated religious minority look like? Chapter five 
explores the lived experiences of Muslim American parents in the wake of the 2016 election of 
Donald Trump, whose presidential campaign was marked by Islamophobia. I found that 
members of this community simultaneously felt scared for their personal and community’s safety 
in the face of such hostility but were also empowered to combat it. I argue that the negative 
effects of this moment brought along a silver lining, as an opportunity structure emerged for this 
community to foster integration in mainstream society through social outreach and political 
activism.   
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Lastly, in the conclusion of this dissertation, I consider the broader implications of this 
study for sociology, discussing how the findings help expand our understanding of assimilation, 
the intergenerational transmission of religion, and the ways Muslim Americans internalize and 
respond to Islamophobia. I review my interventions in each of these areas and raise some 




Chapter One:  
Studying Muslim Families through an Ethnographic Lens 
 
 
Saturday, May 21, 2016 at 6:00 PM 
Balkan American Community Center 
SARN Charity Banquet 
 
I parked my 10-year-old Dodge amid the sea of expensive luxury vehicles in front of the Balkan 
American Community Center in the Detroit suburb of Troy. The building is somewhat down-
trodden with few windows, likely built in the 1960s. I immediately noted how unusual the shabby 
space was for a meeting of upper-crust Muslim families, especially in comparison with the events 
I had previously attended among members of this community. I was there to introduce myself to 
two key people in hopes of conducting an interview with them for a project I was leading on 
behalf of a local Muslim-focused thinktank entitled “Muslims for American Progress” or the 
MAP Project. One of the prospective interviewees was a hand surgeon who pioneered a new 
surgical technique and another was the founder of the Syrian American Refugee Network, a non-
profit organization aimed at providing aid to newly arrived Syrian refugees in Southeastern 
Michigan and host of the night’s event. 
 
As I walked in, I was greeted by two young teenage girls who were welcoming guests and 
ushering them to their seats. I followed one of the young women, clad in a chiffon hijab and jean 
jacket, into the dining hall and she seated me at a table already filled with guests. My eyes 
scanned the table. I saw a half dozen smartly-dressed, middle-aged Brown women (likely of Arab 
and South Asian descent). I immediately recognized Eman. I met her a few months earlier when I 
began working for the Institute for Social Policy and Understanding and she helped me identify 
potential interview subjects. I was relieved to see her at this table of strangers. 
 
As I sat down, she smiled brightly and welcomed me to the table, “Hi Becca!” She turned to the 
other guests and asked, “Do you all know Becca? She is a researcher with ISPU.” Eman then 
proceeded to quickly introduce me to the others. After finishing the round of names, the women 
returned to the conversation they were having before I sat down. The topic was school choice: 
Where was the best place to send their children and why?  
 
One mother said, “I heard Shereen is sending her boys to Detroit Country Day now. She says the 
grounds are immaculate and the tennis program there is very competitive.” 
 
“Yes, but Brother Rice (Catholic boys’ school) teaches the students values,” said another. 
 
“Isn’t that what Sunday school is for?”  
 
“Sure, it helps, but what is the best way to continue the Tarbiyyah program after Rising Star?” 
 
“When my Ali finished the hifz [Quranic memorization] program, we looked for an environment 
where he could continue to grow and learn with Islamic studies alongside the regular 
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curriculum. That’s why we send him to Green Hills. But Lena doesn’t like it there. So we are 
going to enroll her in Mercy (Catholic girls’ school) next year.” 
 
As a young woman without children, I found this conversation bewildering. I thought to myself: 
why didn’t these women just send their kids to the nearest public school? I guessed that they all 
lived in excellent school districts. The conversation continued and women from adjacent tables 
chimed in with their experiences. Eman leaned over, “this must be pretty boring, right?” I told 
her I think I have a lot to learn.  
 
Moments later, the banquet program began. The founder, Dr. Ayesha Ahmed, spoke on the 
growing refugee crisis in Syria and her recent experiences treating children in the Zaatari camp 
in Jordan. She saw children who lacked access to fresh food and clean water. The projector 
displayed photos from her trip to the tent city, piles of donated items scattered around, and 
make-shift medical clinics constructed from tractor trailers. Throughout the evening, as speakers 
detailed the atrocities facing displaced families in Syria, I watched the mothers at my table wipe 
tears away and whisper astaghfirullah (a short prayer of redemption). At the conclusion of the 
program, children circled the room with collection trays seeking donations. Each of my table 
mates filled out a donation card attaching either a check or filling in credit card information. As 
a graduate student with no money to give, I sheepishly waved the children away.  
 
I left the event with my head spinning. I felt grief for the refugee children stuck in Syria and those 
who arrived destitute and in need of charity here in the United States. I felt intrigued about how 
Muslim American parents, often viewed as powerless victims of Islamophobia, exerted such 





A few days after this event at a café in Bloomfield Hills, I bumped into one of the 
mothers from the banquet table. I told her how surprised I was by the conversation regarding the 
intensity of parents’ schooling decisions. She laughed and said, “we barely scratched the 
surface!” I asked her why the schools matter so much: “We just want to get it right. Our children 
are a gift from God and, as parents, we need to give them the tools to succeed.”  
I had known for a long time that I was interested in studying generational differences in 
the Muslim American community, particularly the transmission of religious identity. It became 
clear to me that schooling decisions among second-generation parents could be a strategic site 
for investigation of these topics.  Parents’ choice of opting for Islamic schooling for their 
  
 22 
children indicated that a Muslim identity was at least somewhat salient to them and that there 
was at least some desire to pass on this identity to the third generation. Thus, this project began 
with questions regarding why Muslim parents selected the schools they did and what these 
decisions might say about their larger parenting logics. Necessarily, class and socioeconomic 
status played a key role because school choice is something that tends to be more available to 
upper-middle and upper-class parents. Because these parents were successful in terms of 
education and career paths, how did they define success for their children and what role, if any, 
did religion play?  
During the following two academic school years (2016-2017 and 2017-2018), I 
interviewed 57 second-generation Muslim parents about their school choice in addition to 15 
after school activity leaders, teachers, and school administrators. I also conducted ethnographic 
field work by attending school activities, community fundraisers and banquets, and mosque 
events and holidays.  
Over the course of the research, I became friends with many of my participants and was 
thus embedded deeply in my research community. I shared with many of them a political 
commitment to diversity, equality, and inclusion. This meant supporting social justice 
movements including those supporting racial minorities (such as Black Lives Matter) and 
immigrants (No ban/No wall), the LGBTQIA++ community, anti-Semitism, Palestinian causes, 
religious pluralism, and economic justice. I connected with many on the basis of shared ethnicity 
(my father’s family are practicing Lebanese Maronite Catholics). Many were also very interested 
in the results of my past and present research projects. Some recommended academic books for 
my literature reviews and others shared my publications on social media. Additionally, I had 
attended a public high school and local university (University of Michigan-Dearborn) familiar to 
  
 23 
many parents in my study. While many of the participants were older than me (sometimes by as 
much as 20 to 30 years), some had siblings or cousins who may have overlapped with me in high 
school or college. I was very familiar with the local geography of the Detroit suburbs in which 
these families raised their children.  
At the same time, as a 4th generation American, who is not Muslim, I was still very much 
an outsider to this community. Because of this, I often felt uncomfortable or awkward in Muslim 
spaces. When attending public events at the mosque, I always brought a head scarf to cover my 
hair if I entered a prayer space. While some attendees expressed appreciation for this gesture 
(You look like a nice Bosnian girl!”), others told me it was not necessary. Sometimes I found 
clothes that I judged as being very modest at home felt quite revealing in the mosque. Despite 
having studied Arabic in college, I often had to interrupt conversations for clarification on the 
meaning of Islamic phrases. When entering homes of my interview participants, I said a little 
prayer when I took off my shoes, hoping I wouldn’t reveal a hole in my sock. I was often 
worried that I would commit a cultural faux pas.  
Despite my discomfort, many parents took extra steps to make sure I felt welcome both in 
their homes and in the larger community. Sometimes a parent would whisper a translation of an 
Arabic phrase into my ear or pull up a chair for me in social settings with warm introductions. 
When my interviews took place in a family’s home, sweets and coffee were always prepared. If I 
was lucky, fresh chai with a homemade blend of spices was offered.  
Yet I was often reminded of my position as an outsider to this community. For example, 
when I sat down to interview Yasemin, the executive director of Rising Star Academy, she 
reflected on her hesitation to allow my research in her school: 
This is a very intimate space. Honestly, when I reviewed your case months ago, I wasn’t 




But I knew I wanted this research done here. I wanted to be a part of this research. So, I 
was genuinely interested and I think I expressed how excited I was to have it. So, I have 
regard for you and I’m taking a risk. I even told my husband on the phone, I don't do 
interviews like last night but I decided to let’s go ahead and do this.   
 
If you asked me to do this interview in the beginning [of your project], I wouldn’t have 
done it.  
 
But you've been in the mix. You have an inkling. You've sacrificed for it. You have an 
investment and a commitment to understanding it. You’ve come this far. 
 
It is understandable that my presence and research agenda were subject to such intense 
scrutiny by Yasemin and assessed for risk. The Muslim American community is under near 
constant surveillance by federal and local governments in their mosques, non-profit 
organizations, and social clubs. A minor mischaracterization of this religious community by a 
researcher like myself might expose them to unwanted criticism, or worse, anti-Muslim violence. 
I never stopped calculating the potential risk and harm to the participants in my study and remain 
grateful to participants like Yasemin who allowed me to enter their private spaces, homes, 
schools, and mosques to conduct this research.  
In this chapter, I will review the utility of the ethnographic method in studying second-
generation Muslim American family life, describe the methods I employed in this study, provide 
pertinent details of the residential setting and the Islamic parochial schools in which this study 
took place, and discuss this project’s potential for exploitation.  
 
Studying Muslim Families through an Ethnographic Lens 
 
Ethnography has the distinctive capacity to display “social realities as they are lived, 
experienced, understood, and familiar to the people studied” (Katz 1997:391). According to Katz 
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(1997), one of ethnography’s strongest warrants as a method is when there is knowledge that is 
systematically separated from readers. In the case of Muslim American communities, many are 
perceived as being inaccessible because the trust between insiders and outsiders has been 
tarnished by decades of invasive state surveillance (Bakalian and Bozorgmehr 2009; Cainkar 
2009; Howell 2011), spying by “mosque crawlers” (Shamas and Arastu 2012), and threats of 
violence against Muslim houses of worship.  
By working alongside Muslim Americans in Metro-Detroit in a non-profit organization 
as a researcher and advocate for over a year before this project began in earnest, I believe I was 
able to build trust and credibility within a segment of this community. In addition, by creating a 
public online presence, potential participants could vet my background and research agenda for 
themselves. Once I had revealed my ethical values and political commitments to this minority 
religions communities, including their own, were second-generation Muslim American parents 
willing to share their values and commitments with me. Only once some level of mutual trust 
had been established, were honest and open interviews with members of this group possible.  
Another major benefit of ethnography in studying communities of faith is that the method 
can reveal the intricacies of “messy, on-the-ground religious practices” (Orsi 1997:8). 
Employing this method allowed me to observe firsthand how theology and religious practice 
interacted in the everyday lives of Muslim American families. I witnessed moments when it was 
not necessarily easy or comfortable for participants to engage in Muslim practices like prayer or 
wearing hjiab in public and yet they did so anyway, drawing the consternation and confusion of 
others. In other words, parents not only said they taught their children to be bravely and 
intentionally Muslim in non-Muslim environments, I witnessed them doing so. As Khan and 
Jerolmack (2013) argued, researching when participants’ accounts and values are in alignment 
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with their actions (saying versus doing) is one of the greatest analytical strengths of ethnography. 
In the case of this study, I was able to compare what parents said about their child-rearing 
philosophies in interviews with what they actually did with their children. From these data, I 
argue that passing on Muslim practices, beliefs, and values onto the next generation was central 
to these parents and show how the “saying and doing” warrant of ethnography is especially 
useful in studies of religious communities.  
 
Interviews and Participant Observation 
 
Parent Interviews  
Between September 2016 and December 2017, I interviewed 57 parents (33 wives and 24 
husbands). When possible, I interviewed both spouses together. I never interviewed a father 
alone and I interviewed 7 mothers alone. Only two mothers in my study were single parents (one 
through divorce and the other as a widow). On average, the families had 3 children (ranging from 
1 to 5).  
Criteria for parents’ participation included being a Muslim parent of a third-generation 
child enrolled in one of three local K-8 private Islamic parochial schools (Rising Star Academy, 
Salaam School, or Bristol Heights Academy). To maintain the privacy of the participants, the 
names and places in this dissertation are pseudonyms. Recruitment was conducted via both 
convenience and snowball sampling techniques. I personally knew (either through work or social 
engagements) 14 of the parents before conducting the interviews. From their recommendations I 
was able to snowball outward to the other participants in the study.  
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Interviews were semi-structured and open-ended. I inquired about seven major topics: 
introduction to the family and home life, the school selection process, family time management, 
generational differences, aspirations for the child’s future, sources of conflict (either at home, in 
school, or elsewhere in broader society), and how parents make sense of their family’s place in 
the contemporary political climate. Interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. The location of 
the interview was decided by the participants. Most often they took place inside the family’s 
home, though some took place in nearby cafés (most often Panera Bread). Sometimes children 
were present for the interview, but rarely did children participate.  
All but one of the participants identified as Muslim (one marriage was mixed religiously 
between Catholicism and Islam, though the parents agreed to raise the children Muslim). In 
terms of race and ethnicity, 28 parents identified as South Asian, 26 parents as Arab, and three 
parents as European (white). Fifty were members of the second-generation, four were first-
generation immigrants, and one was an American-born convert. 
In terms of educational attainment, all of the participants, except two mothers, held at 
least a BA degree and 45 parents had a graduate or professional degree. The most common 
professions among the participants were engineer and physician and ten of the mothers were 
stay-at-home moms.  
Likely because of the high level of educational attainment among those in my participant 
pool, parents understood my role as researcher and said they were familiar with IRB protocol as 
well as my preference for audio recording interviews. Several parents were sympathetic to my 
struggles in conducting the research and recalled the stress of meeting the requirements of their 
own graduate programs and medical residencies. Several expressed gratitude for my research 
agenda and appeared invested in helping me complete my project by either connecting me to 
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In addition to parents, I interviewed 15 after-school staff members, activity leaders, and 
other community members. This included three principals, one school director, one school 
founder, one curriculum coordinator, six teachers, two boy scout leaders, and one girl scout 
leader. These interviews were conducted as a form of member-checking regarding school 
policies and institutional culture. These interviews also provided another vantage point from 
which to explore some of the differences that emerged from the parent interviews such as those 
between American-born and foreign-born families in terms of parental involvement as well as 
overall satisfaction with Islamic educational institutions. Conversations with these individuals 
often provided a more longitudinal perspective, as some have served in their roles for many 
years.  
The community interviews focused on perspectives on children in the parochial schools, 
how they are faring in this religiously based environment, the children’s relationships with their 
parents, and perception of how alumni fare after graduating from the parochial school 
environment.  
 
Ethnographic Observation  
In addition to conducting in-depth interviews, I gathered participant observation data 
which helped to reveal the intricacies of on-the-ground religious practices, showing how 
theology and religious practice interact in the everyday lives of participants (Orsi 1997). This 
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ethnographic approach helped me to explore the relationships and conflicts that emerge in the 
parochial schools and in the lives of participating families. The ethnographic fieldwork process 
also enabled triangulation of data, including a comparison of what parents say about their child-
rearing philosophies in interviews and what they actually do (Khan and Jerolmack 2013). 
Over the course of two years, I collected ethnographic data by attending children’s school 
functions, after-school activities, and social events alongside their parents. In total, I volunteered 
at 6 boy scout meetings, observed two robotics club meetings, and volunteered at two school 
parties. In addition, I attended nine fundraisers, five mosque lectures and parties, and two 
Muslim-centered political events. I also volunteered at several charities alongside parents on a 
semi-regular basis.  
Ethnographic data collected during these events revealed how parents and children spoke 
to and interacted with one another. Participant observation demonstrated how parents rarely used 
directives with children, instead reasoning with them using soft voices in order to manage 
conflict. Ethnographic data collection also allowed me to witness how adults prepared children to 
practice their faith openly in public. For example, before each boy scout event, I witnessed the 
den leader lead the group in public prayer.  
In addition to physical participant observation, I was also able to observe these 
communities online. I followed each of the three schools on Facebook. This medium provided 
not only photographic evidence of field trips, school-wide assemblies, and sports team 
celebrations but also up-to-the minute updates for parents regarding school closures, parent-
teacher meetings, and more. Facebook also proved useful in allowing another window into 
parents’ digital lives. The vast majority of respondents sent friend requests following our 
interviews, which I then accepted. In turn, this platform gave them a window into my life. 
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Facebook and Instagram were commonly used platforms among parents for crowdsourcing 




Understanding the residential setting in which second-generation parenting takes place is 
important because, as Tran (2019) argues, local levels of ethnic and racial diversity hold the 
capacity to shape young people’s experiences with intergroup relations. Metropolitan Detroit is 
home to several of the nation’s oldest, most diverse Muslim communities. In the early 1900s, 
thousands of Muslims from Eastern Europe, the Ottoman Empire, and British India built the 
nation’s first mosque in Detroit. Today’s Muslim Americans in this region build on the 
longstanding religious traditions of these earlier waves of migrants (Howell 2014).  
While hardly a “super-diverse” (Foner 2017; Vertovec 2007) city like New York, 
Metropolitan Detroit’s northern suburbs in Oakland County (such as Franklin, Troy, Rochester 
Hills, Bloomfield Hills, and West Bloomfield) and western suburbs in Wayne County (such as 
Canton, Livonia, Northville, Westland, and Plymouth) are home to a growing number of upper 
and upper-middle class Arab American and South Asian American families. According to 
American Community Survey statistics (US Census 2017), the Arab and South Asian American 
population in these cities ranges from 3 to 8 percent. In response, the Muslim American 
members of these communities have established religious and cultural institutions.  
The majority population of the northern and western suburbs identifies as White 
(European ancestry), American-born, and Christian. These areas are also home to a large 
minority of Jewish Americans. Socioeconomically, these neighborhoods are among the most-
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highly resourced in Metro-Detroit. For Muslim Americans living in these neighborhoods (who 
are predominately of Palestinian, Syrian, Lebanese, Indian, and Pakistani ancestry and tend to 
practice Sunni Islam), both their ethnicity and religion give them minority status. In contrast, 
their class standing and levels of educational attainment match and frequently exceed that of the 
majority population. For second-generation parents to pass on a strong Muslim identity to their 
third-generation children requires a concerted effort. The density of Muslim American life both 
in terms of population and ethnic institutions pales in comparison to Dearborn, a 30-minute drive 
from these northern suburbs. Thus, these populations in the northern and western suburbs 
arguably more closely resemble the experiences of Muslim Americans elsewhere in the nation. 
General attitudes towards Muslim Americans in the northern and western suburbs are 
mixed. For example, during the time of my study, I witnessed a dramatic scene unfold when the 
Bloomfield Hills Baptist Church planned to host a two-day event on the 2019 anniversary of the 
9/11 attacks about “the threat of Islam,” titled “9/11 Forgotten? Is Michigan Surrendering to 
Islam?” (Beachum 2019). In response, U.S. Representatives, Debbie Dingell (D) and Andy 
Levin (D) of Michigan, stood with local Muslim activists and allies, and issued a joint statement 
requesting that the church “forgo the anti-Muslim events planned” for the week and recognize 
the country’s diversity in the wake of recent attacks of “white supremacist violence.” In the end, 
the event was cancelled—a win for those defending Michigan’s Muslim communities. 
Islamophobia and anti-immigrant xenophobia are constant fixtures in the northern suburbs as 
they are elsewhere around the nation yet given the elite socioeconomic status of the Muslim 
residents there, they have the political and social power to effectively offer collective responses 




Islamic Parochial Schools  
 
My initial requests to do research in each of the three schools were denied. 
Administrators said that they routinely rejected requests to study their educational institutions 
and stated flatly that interruptions to the students’ school day would not be tolerated. I then 
reached out to a board member of Rising Star, someone whom I had previously interviewed for 
the MAP study. This board member then sent an introduction email on my behalf to the 
principal, who extended an invitation. An almost identical chain of events occurred regarding the 
Salaam School, in which a board member helped facilitate my introduction. With Bristol Heights 
Academy, I reached out to the Islamic curriculum developer, also someone whom I had 
interviewed for MAP. This developer then invited me to the school to interview him for the 
current project. While there, this person introduced me to the school’s principal, who then 
invited me back for an interview and tour.  
Ultimately, I was granted entry into each of the schools. I explained that my research was 
not focused on the children but rather their parents, particularly their decisions to enroll their 
children in the Islamic parochial school in the first place. Once that decision had been made, 
parents had to choose among the three comparable area Islamic parochial schools. Rather than 
observe the children up close, I asked to be taken on the standard school tour given to 
prospective parents, and administrators at each institution obliged. While the three schools 
shared many traits (such as offering pre-K through 8th grade co-ed education), they were 




Rising Star Academy 
Rising Star Academy is located in the western suburbs of Metropolitan Detroit. It is 
connected physically and institutionally to a local mosque. It was founded in 1991 by a local 
physician and was under the spiritual leadership of the founder of a popular Islamic curriculum 
called the Tarbiyah Program. This curriculum was used as the basis of the school’s academic and 
religious program. Since its establishment, it has been adapted by Islamic parochial schools 
throughout the nation.  
The fundamental logic behind the Tarbiyah Program is that Islamic studies must be 
integrated into every subject as opposed to being segregated into discrete lessons. In other words, 
the curriculum is not focused only on what is taught but also how it is taught. Another key tenet 
of the program is developing a systematic curriculum to teach students the meaning of “being 
Muslim.” 
This specialized curriculum is meant to address issues regarding modern education 
standards. As the founder of this program noted:6 
 
Modern-day Islamic education is faced with a tremendous challenge. The demands of 
modern, secular society, as well as the practice of traditional Islamic learning, place 
considerable pressure, both positive and negative, on the framework of the curriculum. 
These competing, and oftentimes conflicting, demands require an underlying organizing 









Figure 2. Tarbiyah Wheel of Key Learning Areas 
 
Rising Star Academy relied heavily on the Tarbiyah program. Not only were teachers 
expected to incorporate key ideas of the program into their lesson planning, the Tarbiyah basics 
were also printed on color posters and hung in every classroom, hallway, and office space that I 
encountered. At the entrance of the school I found a beautiful student-created, artistically 
rendered science project hanging on the wall. It was a 5-foot painting of a sunflower, the focus of 
which was on the center of the flower. The face of the flower was used to demonstrate the 
Fibonacci sequence, a mathematical rule shaping many patterns found in natural sciences such as 
botany. As Amna, the principal of the school pointed out, part of the hidden curriculum 
embedded in the project was to display the science behind God’s design. 
The school enrolled more than 450 students from age 18 months (Montessori Daycare) to 
Grade 8. For the 2018-2019 academic school year, tuition ranged from $7,500 for Montessori 
preschool, $6,300 for K-8, and $5,300 for additional children. While precise data about student 
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demographics were not available, the principal estimated that roughly a third of the students 
were immigrants or children of immigrants, a third of the students were third-generation, and a 
third were fourth generation and beyond. Additionally, about a third of the students were 
estimated to be of Arab ancestry, a third of South Asian ancestry, and the remainder a mix of 
African American, European American, immigrants from Africa, and other ethnic minorities. 
The school boasted about its scholarship program; the principal estimated that about 20 percent 
of the student body received some financial aid.  
I learned that the admissions process for Rising Star is somewhat restrictive. According 
to the executive director, Yasemin, admission is based not only on student-criteria—aspects of 
the entire family are also considered. The school seeks students and parents who demonstrate 
good interpersonal skills and conduct. Yasemin, formerly a teacher at the school, witnessed 
students struggle because of the incongruence between school and home values. These 
experiences appear to have shaped her position on the matter:  
 
We're not trying to fill seats. We are not trying to find a warm body to fill seats. It is truly 
an injustice to put the wrong pieces together. It's important at an administrative level that 
we make very deliberate wise choices. 
 
She said the same selection criterion—emphasizing “fit”—was implemented in recruiting 
the teaching and instructional staff at the school.  
The physical space of the school was tidy, bright, and welcoming. Its design was not 
unlike a typical American public school. I spotted a hand-painted mural depicting the pledge of 
allegiance hung along the hallway connecting the classrooms to the gymnasium. The major 
architectural difference between this school and a public school is the masjid (mosque) located 
adjacent to the library. When I visited classrooms, I never witnessed more than 15 students per 
teacher. I found classroom equipment and books to be in excellent condition. The students who 
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engaged with me were all neatly dressed in school uniforms, consisting of jumpers for the girls 
and polos for the boys. Girls in the middle school were required to wear headscarves. I also 
found students to be very courteous--many held doors open, stepped aside to make room for me 
in the hall, or introduced themselves with a firm and friendly handshake. The teaching staff itself 
was very diverse. Some were immigrants, others were American-born Muslims or converts, still 
others were members of other faiths. All the women on the school staff were required to cover 
their hair.  
 
The Salaam School  
The Salaam School, founded in 1988, is located in the northern suburbs of Metropolitan 
Detroit. It is connected institutionally but not physically to a mosque, the Islamic Cultural 
Association, located in a neighboring town. Since the start of my fieldwork in 2016, Salaam has 
cycled through three principals. 
Of the three schools, Salaam has a reputation among parents as being the most 
“conservative.” I pressed parents to explain the meaning behind this term. Sometimes parents 
associated conservatism with a heavy focus on ritual aspects of Islam. Other parents seemed to 
associate the term with inflexibility in terms of doctrine and strictness in dealing with pupils. 
When I reviewed the school’s curricula, I found little reference to identity-based forms of 
religious expression (in contrast to Rising Star where these ideals were emphasized). Instead, the 
focus was on the correct practice in performing rituals and reading the Quran. Of all the school’s 
features, many parents consistently rated the school’s Quranic Arabic program very highly. 
Salaam also has a reputation for being associated with immigrant families. While I was not able 
to get a definitive answer, it seems that first and second-generation pupils outnumbered their 
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third-generation and beyond peers. Furthermore, the school is known for being a Syrian-majority 
school. While the other schools boasted a highly diverse student body both in terms of race and 
ethnicity, over 90 percent of Salaam’s student body identified as Arab. Administrators reported 
that the children of 13 Syrian refugee families attended Salaam school.  
Salaam currently enrolls 324 students and offers programing for toddlers, preschoolers, 
and K through 8th grade. For the 2018-2019 academic school year, tuition ranged from $8,800 
for toddler care, $7,600 for Montessori preschool, $7,300 for K-5, and $7,800 for 6-8 grades, and 
offered a $300 discount for additional children of the same family. 
The Salaam School regularly hosted recruitment dinners and events in an effort to grow 
the student body. The school boasted of its long history, its status as Michigan’s first 
International Baccalaureate World Islamic School, and a competitive athletic program (the boys 
basketball team has participated in the state championship).  
The school itself sits on a hilly parcel of land in a historic district of a desirable small 
town. Salaam operates in a red brick building, which was once a public schoolhouse, erected in 
1922. Previously, the site held the township’s first public school (a log cabin built in 1827). 
Because of the historical nature of the building, the old schoolhouse was quite charming and kept 
in good repair. Modern additions have been built to make room for a full-size gymnasium, prayer 
space, and extra classrooms. The average student-teacher ratio at Salaam was 9:1. Many 
members of the teaching staff were Arab immigrants who spoke in accented English. During my 
tour of the school, I found the children dressed in navy blue sweaters and plaid jumpers with the 
school’s logo emblazoned on them. Starting in 5th grade, the girls were required to wear white 
headscarves. All the women on the school staff, regardless of religious background, were 




Bristol Heights Academy 
Bristol Heights Academy (BHA) is located in the northern suburbs of Metropolitan 
Detroit, approximately 3 miles from the Salaam School. Its grounds are tucked away in a quiet 
residential neighborhood and occupies a building that was formerly a Christian parochial school. 
It is the newest of the three schooling institutions, having been established in 2006 (although 
classes were not held formally until 2009). The school is not formally affiliated with any mosque 
in particular, though most parents seem to attend the large mosques located in either Bloomfield 
Hills or Rochester Hills. Tuition at BHA ranged from $11,000 for toddler care, $12,900 for 
Montessori preschool, $13,900 for K-5, and $14,300 for 6-8 grades.  
The leadership at BHA is intentionally not Muslim. For example, the director was not 
Muslim. Nor was approximately half of the elementary school teachers, gym, and arts teachers. 
This decision was a reaction to the hiring process at other Muslim schools, which had reputations 
for hiring on the basis of religious but not academic credentials. The school was founded with 
the intention of blending Islamic teachings with the academic rigor of a preparatory academy and 
Montessori schooling. In 2016, BHA became a pilot school for Ghazali Children, an Islamic 
school curriculum system based on the classic teachings of Imam Al Ghazali, incorporating them 
throughout the elementary Islamic Studies program. These features contributed to the school’s 
reputation among parents and staff alike as being more “Americanized” than other schools—by 
which they meant being closer to the non-Muslim, non-immigrant mainstream. Likewise, the 
student body was comprised of a majority of second-generation and beyond children; in my 
interview with the school principal Francine, she stated flatly: “I do not believe we have any 
first-generation students at this time.”   
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In a press release about the opening of the school in the Muslim Observer, the school was 
described by a board member as an elite institution meant to rival both local Islamic schools and 
secular preparatory academies, particularly Cranbrook and Detroit Country Day. The board 
member touted the school’s powerful backing of the well-to-do Muslims of the area and said that 
it rivaled Salaam and the other Muslim schools in the area. Also stated was the optimistic 
prediction that even non-Muslim parents would eventually clamor to enroll their children in the 
institution, which was a fraction of the cost of the nearby preparatory academies.  
Bristol Heights enrolled nearly 200 students, a majority of whom are Arab American 
(primarily from Syria and Palestine) as well as those of African American, South Asian, and 
other ethno-racial backgrounds. As the Islamic studies coordinator pointed out, “it is a fairly 
diverse school ethnically but not socioeconomically. We have Africans, we have African-
Americans, we have Palestinians, Syrians, Egyptians, children of converts, Pakistani, Indians, 
but they’re all pretty much—can pay a lot of money to be here, you know?” When I visited the 
school, I noted that during the morning drop-off and afternoon pick-up times (referred to as 
“valet” at BHA), the queue of vehicles was almost exclusively comprised of new, luxury models 
such as Mercedes Benz G Class SUVs, Porsche Cayenne SUVs, and Lexus LS 500 sedans. In 
contrast, the parents at the other two schools were more likely to arrive in new mid-range 
vehicles such as Ford Explorers or Toyota Camrys.  
The physical structure of Bristol Heights is large, modern, and sprawling. The building 
was purchased in 2007.  The school boasts a full-size auditorium, gymnasium, library, and prayer 
space.  The average student-teacher ratio at BHA was 5:1. Many members of the teaching staff 
were white, Christian, European-Americans. During my tour of the school, I found the children 
dressed in maroon and white school uniforms consisting of polo shirts and khakis. Unlike at 
  
 40 
Rising Star and Salaam, neither the students nor the staff were required to cover their hair. This 
was considered a point of pride for the school—another symbol of its “Americanized” status 
among parents and faculty alike. 
 
A Note on Exploitation  
 
Any research endeavor holds the potential for exploitation, in which the researcher 
benefits socially or even monetarily at the expense of research subjects. Indeed, this is the 
purpose of a sociological dissertation. This is again where my research participant’s educational 
attainment worked to my benefit. Of course, I could never know for certain, but respondents told 
me they understood how their participation would fit into my research trajectory. Many, having 
written research papers, master’s theses, and dissertations, said they possessed a frame of 
reference for understanding my project. They also discussed how they believed the information 
they provided would or could be used to support their own community.  
Participants’ professionalization meant that many were accustomed to formal 
interviewing techniques. Many told me some version of “I’m used to being the one asking the 
questions.” Overall, they were skilled in expressing themselves, using a strong interplay between 
big-picture discourse and relevant anecdotes to make their points. I rarely had to push 
interviewees to clarify a statement or press for specificity. A distinction can be made between a 
portable narrative (hardened story) meant for public consumption and a private, unrehearsed 
stream of thought. I got the sense that the majority of my interviews were closer to the latter than 
the former.  
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While I tried to minimize as much as possible the disruption my research would cause, 
the fact is that in order to conduct my interviews parents and other participants had to pull 
themselves away from their very busy family, work, and prayer schedules to speak with me. In 
my ethnographic work, I tried to be the least disruptive I could by adopting a specific 
preestablished role events I observed. My presence, I believe, helped many events flow easier. I 
served cups of cider at the Fall Festival; I became “Miss Rebecca” while leading scavenger hunts 
with boy scouts. When doing participant observation, I did not ask a lot of questions, but rather 
watched and listened. One of the scout leaders repeated how much he appreciated my help as did 
the party planners in the parent-teacher organization because their plans required a large number 
of volunteers.  
Throughout this research project, I worked hard to build reciprocal relationships with my 
research participants where possible. I found that their participation in my study was like a cup 
of sugar—I borrowed now and repaid later. With one mother in particular, after I interviewed her 
and her spouse, she interviewed me on a podcast. I later borrowed a book from her and joined 
her book club. With other parents, I supported fundraisers and purchased girl scout cookies. 
Some provided doctor recommendations when a family member of mine fell ill and nearly all 
reached out to send messages of concern and prayer when I went through hard times.  
Finally, in order to minimize exploitation as much as possible, I tried to make my 
research agenda and political orientation regarding my commitment to religious, ethnic, and 
racial equality as transparent as possible. To do so, I spent a lot of time managing my web 





Ultimately it is my hope that the potential benefits of this research project outweigh the 
risks. Research which intentionally centers on Muslim Americans’ own narratives about their 
community has the capacity to positively affect the way others see them. According to media 
content analysis, more than 80 percent of media coverage of Islam and Muslims in the United 
States is negative (MediaTenor 2013). Most of this coverage depicts Islam, Muslims, and 
Muslim organizations as a source of violence and a security risk, seldom examining the lives of 
ordinary Muslims. These negative portrayals in the media can distort public perceptions of this 
diverse community and fuel harmful stereotypes. This dissertation adds to the growing wave of 
voices attempting to rectify these patterns by revealing the complicated reality of living life as 
both Muslim and American. This would not be possible without the overwhelming generosity 
from the people I met during the course of this research project. Each encounter showed me how 
they refuse to lose their humanity and compassion in the face of Islamophobia.  
To come back to a main theme of this chapter, ethnography has many benefits for 
research on minority religious communities. In studying Muslim families, an ethnographic lens 
allowed me to shed light on an otherwise often closed-off community; it was also able to reveal 
Muslim American parents' religious values and how they translated into practices. In the chapters 
that follow, I rely on the data captured by this methodological approach. The next chapter in 
particular utilizes data from my participation in boy scout troop meetings and social justice 
events to argue that parents strategically assimilate their children into mainstream culture while 





Chapter Two:  
Moral Markers of Success 
 
 
On a Sunday morning in March 2017, I prepared to join the Salaam School Boy Scouts 
for their first aid rally, an event geared toward earning their first aid merit badge. The fieldtrip 
event required the boys to meet at a firehouse in the white middle-class suburb of Troy, joining 
Troops from around the Metro Detroit area. The scouts would take turns cycling through various 
stations that taught skills related to first-responder safety techniques.  
The scout leader, Ali, had invited me to volunteer as a chaperone. On the way to the 
event, which was slated to begin at 11:00am, I was instructed to stop by Target to pick up a small 
first-aid kit which contained items such as bandages, ointment packets, tweezers, cleansing 
wipes and an instant cold pack. 
I arrived 15 minutes early to find only Ali and his two sons Akram and Abe present. One 
by one, the members of the troop (accompanied by a parent) began to arrive. Each new arrival 
was greeted by the rest with a cheerful “salaam alaykum!”—an Islamic phrase of welcoming 
meaning “peace be upon you” in Arabic. As we gathered on the curtilage near the firehouse 
entrance, some members of the group were chatting about a similar event held the year prior. For 
two of the boys, this was their second time participating in a first aid rally. They excitedly 
recounted some of the mock-emergency cases they encountered: a heart attack, a bleeding 
wound, and hypothermic shock.  
I shivered as I listened. It was a sunny yet chilly day. The forecast called for a high of 32 




At 10:58am, I watched as Ali began taking a headcount. “Okay, we’re all here” he 
announced to no one in particular. He then called the group to attention. “Alright everyone. 
Huddle up! We are about to begin. Let’s start our day with ‘Al-Fatiha’ (the opening prayer that 
begins functions in everyday Islamic life).7 Who would like to volunteer?”  
Of the group of seven boys, three shot up their hands: “Me! Me! Me!” Ali skipped over 
them to select the smallest boy in the huddle. “Samer. We haven’t heard from you in a while, 
would you please lead us?”  
Samer, bundled in a heavy coat, scarf, and Detroit Lions toque, began reciting in a rushed 
Arabic: “Bismillaah ar-Rahman ar-Raheem / Al hamdu lillaahi rabbil ‘alameen” (In the name of 
Allah, the all-merciful, the especially-merciful / Praise is due to Allah, the lord of all the 
worlds.)8  
His lips were pressed into his scarf and his words were barely understandable. Ali 
directed the boy, “Please speak louder, Samer!” 
Samer lifted his mouth and enunciated the remainder of the prayer with an almost singing 
voice: 
Ar-Rahman ar-Raheem Maaliki yaumid Deen (The Compassionate, the Merciful, Ruler 
on the Day of Reckoning) 
Iyyaaka na’abudu wa iyyaaka nasta’een (You alone do we worship, and You alone do 
we ask for help) 
Ihdinas siraatal mustaqeem (Guide us on the straight path) 
Siraatal ladheena an ‘amta’ alaihim (the path of those who have received your grace) 
Ghairil maghduubi’ alaihim waladaaleen (not the path of those who have brought down 




7 Al-Fatiha is the first chapter in the Quran, the holy book of Islam. The literal meaning of Al-Fatiha is "The 
Opener", because it is the first Surah recited in full during every prayer circle (rak'ah). 




As the group stood with their heads bowed in prayer, members of other local troops 
walked past them into the building. Some of the other parents gawked in befuddlement but the 
troop continued praying, seemingly unphased. When Samer finished, the group called back in 
near unison: “Ameen!” Ali then reminded the boys to behave inside the firehouse and they filed 
through its front doors.  
This troop meeting began in an almost identical fashion to the others that I observed, both 
in the parochial school environment and other public spaces. Ali always led the group to pray Al-
Fatiha and ended meetings with Al-Aslah (the closing prayer). These prayers added what he 
termed “an Islamic flavor to [the] meetings.” When I interviewed parents whose children 
participated in the scouting program hosted by the parochial school, I asked them why they 
wanted their child in this activity. In addition to building skills and traits like kindness, honesty, 
ruggedness, and volunteerism, they appreciated the capacity of the program to expose their 
young children to American public spaces where Islam is not the norm. In other words, moments 
like the prayer circle outside the firehouse were seen as preparation for life in mainstream 
America, wherein Islamic beliefs and practices would be well outside the norm yet children 
would be expected to maintain a strong Muslim identity. 
 Social scientists often measure assimilation by objective measures such as socioeconomic 
status and educational attainment. However, second generation Muslim Americans in this study 
also marked upward assimilation by subjective ideas of religious identity and moral attainment, 
what I term “moral markers of success.” In this chapter, I explore the symbolic boundaries 
parents erected to consciously promote a Muslim and American identity. I then consider how the 






Boundary work, a term popularized by Fredrik Barth (1969), refers to the complex 
structure of shared meanings between group members and the criteria that they strategically draw 
upon to construct a divide between ingroup and outgroup members (Cornell and Hartmann 2006; 
Lacy 2002). In general, boundaries may be studied through their social or symbolic dimensions. 
Whereas social boundaries are “objectified forms of social differences manifested in unequal 
access to and unequal distribution of resources and social opportunities” (Lamont and Molnár 
2002: 168), symbolic boundaries constitute “conceptual distinctions made by social actors to 
categorize objects, people and practices. [They] also separate people into groups and generate 
feelings of similarity and group membership.” By focusing on the process of boundary making, 
in addition to the boundaries themselves, analysts may better understand the mechanisms for 
creating, maintaining, contesting, or even dissolving institutionalized social differences.  
The concept of boundary work has been central to the study of ethnic and racial 
difference as an alternative to more static cultural or even biological theories of minority 
communities (Lamont and Molnár 2002:174). Using a relational perspective, identities may be 
studied as the result of a process of self-definition and the construction of symbolic boundaries 
and assignment of collective identities by others (Cornell and Hartmann 2006; Portes and 
Rumbaut 2001). As such, ethnicity is not a fixed category but rather one that changes when 
ethnic traits are no longer useful (Barth 1969). Put another way, ethnicity has less to do with 
what makes up an ethnic group’s culture than with the boundaries that groups construct when 
confronted with outsiders. 
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Similarly, the boundary concept has been useful in studies of immigrant assimilation. 
Using boundary work as a frame, immigrant assimilation can be thought of as the negotiations in 
which hosts and immigrants engage around boundaries in three distinct ways: crossing 
(individuals acquire attributes of the mainstream and leave the boundary unchanged), blurring 
(individuals hold multiple memberships in collective identities), or shifting (individuals 
reconstruct a group’s identity and fundamentally redefine the boundary) (Zolberg and Long 
1999:9). From the literature on boundary work, we learn that it is a self-conscious effort, one that 
“is better understood as a dialectical process whose key feature is the delineation of boundaries 
between ‘us’ and ‘not us’” (Zolberg and Long 1999). These processes may be “agency-based” 
meaning actors hold the capacity to “choose between different possible levels of ethnic 
differentiation” (Wimmer 2008:973). 
But which boundaries are important to immigrant assimilation and why? As Alba (2005) 
argued, some boundaries are “bright” (salient among the immigrant group and the mainstream) 
while others are “blurry” (less salient). Alba (2005) observed that religion is a key institutional 
site for the bright demarcation of native-immigrant boundaries in Europe but not in the US, since 
over time, Judeo-Christian immigrant religions have become part of the American mainstream. 
Similarly, Zolberg and Long (1999) studied immigrants in the United States and France, finding 
that religion in Europe and language in the United States were used extensively to construct 
symbolic boundaries. This research has optimistically cast anti-Muslim xenophobia in the US as 
a mutable phenomenon that will likely recede in the coming decades and has little effect on the 
socioeconomic outcomes of Muslim Americans (Alba and Foner 2015). In contrast, recent 
accounts of the backlash faced by Muslim Americans indicate that, indeed, religion may be a 
bright boundary of difference in America (Kibria 2011; Naber 2005). 
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Research is needed to investigate the daily efforts Muslim Americans put forth to engage 
in boundary work around race, religion, and immigrant assimilation. At the same time that actors 
maintain or construct new boundaries, they may attempt to blur others. This chapter explores 
these topics finding that the brightest boundaries that respondents used in constructing identities 
were religion (Muslim/non-Muslim) and generation (American/immigrant), as opposed to class 
and race, which have been found to be significant in other non-white American communities 
(Lacy 2007). 
 
Bright Boundaries among Second-Generation Muslim American Parents 
 
The Muslim/Non-Muslim Boundary 
The Muslim parents in this study lived in neighborhoods that were located in Detroit’s 
northern and western suburbs, where the majority population identifies as White (European 
ancestry), American-born, and Christian. In addition, they had access to and participated in 
mainstream school districts and workplaces. Yet they consciously retained the values and culture 
of their larger Muslim religious community. They framed predominantly white Christian 
mainstream institutions as “non-Muslim” and highlighted their experiences of difference along 
the boundary of religion, choosing a religious identity (Muslim) over an ethnic or racial identity 
in making sense of their place in mainstream society. Thus these patterns align with Zolberg and 
Long’s (1999:8) dialectical conceptualization of “us” and “not us.” 
Respondents remarked on how in non-Muslim spaces, common Muslim practices were 
well outside the cultural mainstream: Items such as halal food were either not available or were 
provided only as special accommodations; common benedictions within the Muslim community 
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such as in’sha’Allah (God willing) were often viewed with confusion, hostility, or exotic 
curiosity; and respondents spoke of reactions to the hijab in similar terms. However, in distinctly 
Muslim spaces, such as homes, parochial schools, and mosques, these practices were taken for 
granted as normal. In this way, they became important markers for delineating the Muslim/non-
Muslim boundary. As previous literature has outlined, the creation of cultural identities hinges 
less on what the actual identity is, but rather on how groups defend the boundaries of the identity 
when confronted by those outside their culture (Barth 1969). Because respondents oftentimes 
required accommodations for their religious practices outside of Muslim spaces, they exerted 
deliberate efforts in erecting and defending boundaries between their own Muslim community 
and mainstream society and institutions to reproduce and reinforce a Muslim identity in their 
children.  
Samara, a mother of Arab and European ancestry, detailed a painful childhood memory 
in which her public-school kindergarten classroom held a pizza party. Samara remembered that 
when she arrived, every pizza was topped with pepperoni, a food item she knew to be haram 
(forbidden) based on her parents’ teachings. “I knew I wasn’t supposed to have pepperoni pizza,” 
she told me as tears welled in her eyes, “but I was also very shy. I felt uncomfortable saying that 
I wasn’t allowed to eat it, so I just cried instead.” In that moment, Samara recognized she was 
very much an outsider in non-Muslim mainstream settings such as her public school classroom. 
She echoed other respondents in saying that she made it her mission to protect her daughter from 
these types of experiences by teaching her to be proud of her faith and to learn to advocate for 
herself on behalf of Islamic beliefs and practices. “I want her to grow up being really 
comfortable in her religion, being Muslim…and proud about that,” Samara remarked. Nearly all 
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respondents revealed their own pepperoni moment—a time when the boundary between Muslims 
and non-Muslims came into sharp focus.  
Since keeping a halal lifestyle was considered a requisite part of respondents’ Muslim 
identity, knowing how to successfully traverse the Muslim/non-Muslim boundary was a 
deliberate strategy they attempted to pass onto their children to become successful Muslims in 
mainstream America. Parents consistently expressed pride in being Muslim and said that they 
actively worked to instill this pride in their children. Rather than urge or suggest that children fit 
in by deemphasizing their Muslim identity, parents taught them to successfully navigate being an 
outsider.  In other words, the respondents were constructing, or perhaps more accurately 
reconstructing, the Muslim/non-Muslim boundary in their children’s generation.   
In the interactional spaces in which I observed participants, parents did not appear to 
engage in selected performative identities, in which they overemphasized their Muslim identity 
around other Muslims and deemphasized it around non-Muslims. In fact, parents, demonstrated 
consistency in how they presented their Muslim identities on either side of the Muslim/non-
Muslim boundary so as to serve as role models for their children. In addition to the prayers in 
public that occurred during scouting events, respondents would also momentarily excuse 
themselves from our interviews to pray; while most interviews took place in respondents’ homes 
these instances sometimes occurred in public places. Parents said that they encouraged this 
consistent behavior in the third generation as well. When I asked Ayesha and her husband Faisal 
about the heterogeneity of their son’s social circles in terms of religion, Faisal beamed with 
pride: 
When he’s on Xbox, he’ll actually say, with all the friends that are on there, Muslim, 
non-Muslim friends that are all on their headsets, he’ll just say “Guys, I have to go pray. 




This example highlights moments in which Ayesha and Faisal’s son crosses the Muslim/non-
Muslim boundary yet remains confident in maintaining his Muslim identity. 
 
The American/Immigrant Boundary 
The other bright boundary that respondents used in identity construction was generation 
(American-born/immigrant, which I refer to here simply as American/immigrant). As a reference 
category for making a distinction between immigrants and those born in the U.S., respondents 
looked not to the wider non-Muslim society, but rather internally to Muslims in their own 
communities. From within the Muslim community, they distinguished insiders from outsiders by 
defining themselves and other American-born Muslims as “American” and Muslims who were 
born elsewhere as “immigrant.”  
Parents described the cultural differences that they saw between themselves as Americans 
and the immigrants in their communities; they also described how immigrants assumed that the 
American-born experienced cultural loss. Members of each generation sometimes ascribed 
pejorative terms to delineate cultural differences, and thus mark boundaries, between them.  
From the perspective of the second generation, particularly those in the Arab American 
community, a common pejorative term to describe immigrants was “boater.” They used this term 
to portray a wide range of perceived stereotypical Arab immigrant qualities: good cooking, bad 
driving, and accented English. The word likely evolved from the term “fresh off the boat” or 
“FOB,” which the Asian American community has used since at least the twentieth century to 
refer to recent immigrants from China and other Asian countries (Harb 2014). Second-generation 
parents often emphasized the importance of their children carrying on their faith into the next 
generations, but most clarified that they hoped it would happen with other American-born 
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Muslims as opposed to immigrants. One mother explained how she believed generational 
differences put a strain on her family, a situation she hoped to avoid in the third generation:  
Yeah. Like, honestly, my brother married a boater, he has found [marriage] difficult. We 
call them boaters, the ones that come fresh off the boat. He tells me, like, ‘I don’t know 
why I married a boater. I wish I married an American like us.’ ‘Cause it’s hard. Different 
culture, mentality. We Americans have created a new culture, in a way, you know?  
 
In this way, the American/immigrant boundary goes beyond mere symbolism; by 
expressing a desire for their third-generation children to maintain intrafaith marriage, 
specifically with Muslim Americans, second-generation parents attempted to ensure the 
boundary will persist across generations. 
A pejorative label used by those in the immigrant generation within the South Asian 
community to demarcate this American/immigrant boundary was “ABCD” meaning “American-
Born Confused Desi.” Immigrant parents identified stereotypical ABCD traits in the second 
generation including a lack of fluency in Urdu, inability to cook ethnic foods such as samosas, 
butter chicken, or biryani, and a refusal to wear Desi clothing such as shalwar kameez or a kurta. 
This label was meant to shame the second generation into retaining and maintaining ethnic traits 
and thus stay rooted in the immigrant community. The manner in which community members 
used these terms was often light-hearted rather than disdainful, yet they signified real 
generational differences that held the potential to cause social conflict. 
The area in which respondents said they most cared about parsing out the 
American/immigrant boundary was in their interpretation of Islam. This boundary was drawn to 
demarcate the differences between immigrant and American-born Muslims by marking some 
beliefs and practices as foreign and even harmful in constructing a Muslim American identity. 
Respondents recalled asking their immigrant parents why their families practiced Islam 
differently than did Muslims from other nations. They remembered feeling unsatisfied with their 
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parents’ responses of “because that’s just what we’ve always done,” a sentiment indicative of 
what the second-generation termed a “ritual” religious devotion. In contrast, many found 
themselves striving for a sense of piety that intentionally blended both ritual and spiritual 
elements of the religion. As one mother posted on Facebook: “Our journey can’t end with just an 
intellectual understanding of faith. Nor can it end with just ritualistic faith. The key to our 
journey ends with experiential knowledge—not just signs and attributes.”  
While respondents spoke of their immigrant parents and peers with a sense of honor and 
respect, they were also critical of some of their “immigrant” beliefs and practices. Respondents 
observed that their parents worshipped and socialized almost exclusively with other co-ethnics 
and said that this led to a homogeneity in beliefs and practices within the Arab and South Asian 
communities. On this point, respondents overwhelmingly labelled their immigrant parents’ 
interpretation of Islam as ethnically particularistic, that is, containing aspects of the religion 
peculiar to individual ethnic groups, while their own was ethnically universalistic and therefore 
more “American.” Ethnicity was seen as a boundary to blur as respondents believed it hindered 
the formation of their most prioritized identity, Muslim, which in their ideal conception was pan-
racial, pan-ethnic, and de-ethnicized. 
Respondents attributed ethnic particularities in Islamic beliefs and practices to immigrant 
culture, using “culture” or “cultural baggage” as a shorthand for beliefs and practices deemed 
ethnically particularistic, rather than those that aligned with their idealized interpretation of a 
“true” or “pure” decultured Islam (see the following chapter for a more detailed description of 
this concept). Repeating a sentiment he read in a book, one second-generation father explained 
that he envisioned Islam as a pure stream of water: Alone, it is clear and pure, but as it flows 
through rocks and stones, it picks up the color beneath it. The rocks and stones represent culture, 
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which colors a pure interpretation of Islam. Embedded in this perspective was the belief that it is 
possible to “deculture” (rather than re-culture) a religion as well as the idea that regardless of 
nation of origin, anyone who reads the Quran, the Surahs, or other Muslim holy texts should 
draw similar conclusions.  
The most commonly cited example of cultural baggage was gender-segregation in prayer 
spaces and social spaces in mosques. Gender segregation is common both in immigrant mosques 
across the country and mosques throughout the world (Bagby, Perl, and Froehle 2001; Karim 
2009; Woodlock 2010). Respondents described how their immigrant parents, who were 
accustomed to gender segregation in their home countries, brought the practices with them to 
America unquestioningly. As is common with American-born Muslims, respondents were highly 
critical of gender segregation, citing a lack of justification for the practice in Islamic texts (Bilici 
2012). A leader in the community explained the official position against gender segregation at 
Rising Star Academy, an Islamic parochial school organized primarily by American-born 
Muslims: 
The board believes that there should be no [gender] segregation in Islam. This is a 
cultural effect. I mean, the holiest place in the world is in Mecca, in the Kaaba. And 
there’s no segregation there. Because that’s where God and the Prophet talked. And the 
segregation, a lot of it is Arabic culture. It comes from that. So we wanted to make sure 
that boys and girls learn to behave with each other. 
 
Overall, second-generation respondents were exposed to heterogeneous interpretations of Islam 
due to being brought into the social world of Muslims in America from a wide range of ethnic 
and national origin backgrounds (and through Islamic scholars on digital platforms including 
YouTube). Thus they were critical of immigrant interpretations and took active steps to extricate 
them from their Muslim identities. Ahmed, an Arab father, exemplified this distinction between 
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ethnic and religious identity, giving priority to the latter when I asked how his parenting style 
differed from that of his Syrian immigrant parents:  
We are not very cultural or tied to the [Syrian] culture. I don't mind if my son doesn't 
grow up as a Syrian, but I want him to grow up as a Muslim. I'm aware of the flaws in our 
culture, or I think I am, so I try not to give these to my children. 
 
Ahmed characterized his third-generation son’s American identity as practically a given; what 
was not a given, however, was the extent to which his son would continue to identify with his 
ethnic background.  
While respondents consciously crafted a universalistic interpretation of Islam in 
constructing their identities, they did not engage in wholesale adoption of American culture. 
Aspects of American culture that did not comport to their interpretations of pure Islam (such as 
drinking alcohol or engaging in sex outside of marriage) were to be avoided in the same manner 
as cultural baggage.  
Overall, respondents identified malleable traits that they attempted to shape in their 
children to create an identity as Muslim American. Respondents described being Muslim and 
American as identities that were not only linked, but self-reinforcing. These findings align with 
those uncovered by other scholars who have studied how Muslims’ religious practices play a role 
in shaping the assimilation of Muslim groups living in America (Bulut and Ebaugh 2014), 
especially as their interpretation of Islamic holy texts helps define limitations and possibilities 
for a shared identity between Muslims and other faith communities (Matteson 2003:201). 
Muslim Americans, like all other humans, are engaged in a “continual process of positioning and 
defining themselves in relationship to others” (Matteson 2003:201). Just as Hindu Americans 
have been found to become American by becoming Hindu (Kurien 1998), this group 
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overwhelmingly described becoming American as involving the assertion of a strong Muslim 
identity. 
 
Blurring Boundaries Around Race and Class 
While the Muslim/non-Muslim and American/immigrant boundaries were salient, others 
were not. Breaking from scholarship in which class and racial distinctions were found to be most 
salient in the identity construction processes of non-white members of the middle class (Lacy 
2007; Meghji 2017), the Muslim parents in this study did not build social boundaries around 
these key domains. While parents said they wanted their children to be solidly anchored in the 
professional class, these boundaries were not salient in terms of their subjective sense of identity; 
in fact parents sought to downplay the relevance of racial and class boundaries in their own and 
their children’s lives. 
In terms of class, parents spoke of their “comfortable” and “middle-class” lives and 
remarked on the strong likelihood that their class standing would be reproduced or even 
exceeded by their children. This perceived security in class standing, in contrast to the 
precariousness identified in other studies on minority members of the middle class (Lacy 2007; 
Pattillo 1999), perhaps freed parents from worries of downward economic mobility and the 
forging of an oppositional identity, thereby obviating the need to emphasize and maintain class-
based social boundaries. 
Instead, respondents spoke of the importance of exposing their children to less affluent, 
even impoverished, communities as part of their fostering a strong Muslim American identity. 
Justifications for de-emphasizing racial and class boundaries were often value oriented as parents 
said they aimed to raise “humble,” “empathetic,” and “compassionate” children. For example, 
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Haniya, an Arab mother of five, explained her reasons for regularly involving her children in 
hands-on charity work with refugees. From the plush and palatial living room in her home within 
a gated community, she remarked, “I think we live a very comfortable life to the point where it's 
not normal. This isn't a normal life that [my children] live and I think it's okay—even 
beneficial—for them to experience challenges.” Living in an exclusive neighborhood can be a 
strategy to keep children from assimilating downward (Lacy 2007). Such neighborhoods are 
physically and economically separated from the general public and are therefore designed to 
keep lower classes and their potentially negative influences out. Yet Haniya and others made 
efforts to expose their children to class inequality in less affluent neighborhoods. Sometimes 
these attempts yielded close relationships (for instance, Haniya and her spouse adopted refugee 
children and some parents socialized with families across class lines) and other times the 
exposure appeared limited to charity work. In any case, interviews revealed that this was done 
strategically to build good character and help construct and reinforce a Muslim American 
identity. 
Racial boundaries were also not salient to respondents’ identity construction processes. 
The neighborhoods in which their homes were situated were predominantly white; their 
professional occupations often placed them in white corporate America; their children played 
with others within white suburbia. Still, respondents, regardless of ethnicity or phenotype, did 
not identify as white; it appeared that respondents associated whiteness as an exclusive racial 
category and a status that had Christianity inextricably embedded within it. These patterns echo 
scholarship which has argued that Christianity and whiteness generate social norms against 
which other religions and races are measured, thus making brown-skinned Muslims “doubly 
foreign” as both non-white and non-Christian (Joshi 2006; Twine 2000:91).  
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Respondents remarked on how mainstream society did not perceive them as white. This 
fact, in addition to reminders of being perceived as “doubly foreign,” were most evident when 
respondents encountered racism in America. For instance, Rana, a South Asian mother, 
remembered being the target of bullying inside and outside of her third-grade public school 
classroom:  
There was bullying. The kids would call me ‘chocolate milk.’ I had neighborhood kids 
that’d call us ‘Little Hindu’ and ‘Big Hindu,’ my sister and me. Now [as an adult] I think 
it’s amazing they even knew what Hindu was. They’d come throw eggs at our house.  
 
Rana recalled her bewilderment by the events and described a conversation with her 
mother, “I said, ‘But we’re not Hindu, we are Muslims.’ I’m like, ‘They are so dumb. They are 
calling us Hindu and we are not Hindu.’ My mom’s like, ‘They don’t know the difference and 
they don’t even care.’”  
Consequently, although respondents accepted racialized identities such as “South Asian” 
or “Middle Eastern” these were not identities that they actively worked to construct. Rather, they 
saw these labels as being ascribed to them based on America’s longstanding ethno-racial and 
religious hierarchy. Respondents appeared to accept these perceptions by identifying as “people 
of color” or “brown” more generally. This finding follows research by Guhin (2018) who 
identified “brown solidarity” as an identity which provides immigrant Muslims with a racial, and 
not simply ethnic, identity that goes beyond the typical American black/white binary. In so 
doing, respondents in the current study expressed solidarity with other non-white and non-
Christian groups. Yet, in identifying as brown and not black, respondents acknowledged that 
America’s history of institutionalized slavery and racial discrimination directed primarily at 




Rather than crossing the boundaries of class and race, respondents used agency to blur 
the lines in an effort to downplay their significance in their identity. One way they did so was by 
participating in social justice causes and acts of charity. Ayesha, a South Asian mother, founded 
the Social Justice and Activism Book Club, advertised as “a book club for readers interested in 
learning more about social and racial inequality and how we can collectively empower ourselves 
to do something about it.” Her group met at Panera Bread locations in Detroit’s suburbs to 
discuss non-fiction works such as Ta-Nehisi Coates’s Between the World and Me, Matthew 
Desmond’s Evicted, and Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow. At these meetings, discussion 
focused on feelings of outrage and disappointment directed toward the institutions and politicians 
who held power but were unwilling or inefficacious in alleviating the social inequalities raised in 
the selected books.  
On Facebook and Instagram, respondents championed causes such as Black Lives Matter, 
and No Ban, No Wall. Respondents supported these causes through direct action protests, which 
oftentimes involved their children. Mohammed, a South Asian father, proudly remembered 
demonstrating alongside his sons at a Black Lives Matter event in Dearborn in December 2015. 
Mariam, a young South Asian mother, co-organized the January 29, 2017 No Ban, No Wall rally 
at Detroit Metropolitan Airport alongside Latinx and black organizers. According to the Detroit 
Free Press, the protest drew thousands of attendees. A striking photo depicting Amna, a mother 
of Arab and South Asian descent, raising a clenched fist toward the overcast sky appeared in the 
paper’s coverage of the event (Manzullo 2017). At least two dozen other respondents and their 
children attended the rally. 
Another way that parents worked to try to blur class and race boundaries was through 
acts of charity. Because class and race are typically linked in the U.S., parents’ propensity for 
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exposing their children to lower classes meant leaving their middle-class suburban communities 
to venture into impoverished, non-white racial and ethnic minority neighborhoods. Parents 
volunteered with their children at soup kitchens and food pantries in beleaguered black cities 
such as Detroit, Pontiac, and Flint. One charity event that I attended took place on a brisk and 
sunny Sunday morning in May 2016 in Detroit’s depressed Dexter-Linwood neighborhood. The 
event was organized by Dream of Detroit, a majority African American Muslim non-profit aimed 
at community organizing through land development and clean-up. I was paired with two 
suburban, second-generation Muslim mother-daughter teams to collect trash along the John C. 
Lodge service drive. In total, approximately 40 Muslim volunteers (adults and children) from the 
suburbs and the city swept the streets, picked up 50 bags of trash, mowed lawns, and filled an 
entire dumpster’s worth of debris. Back at basecamp by the water coolers, a common refrain I 
heard among suburban Muslim parents was “the kids need to see this.” By participating in social 
justice and charity events with their children, parents went beyond merely talking to them about 
class and racial inequalities and boundaries by encouraging the children to confront and actively 
work to blur them.  
Rather than seeking to cross the class and race boundary (Zolberg and Long 1999), which 
would have left these constructs intact, respondents blurred the boundaries by downplaying their 
significance. This was evidenced by respondents’ propensity for engaging in charity and social 
justice causes aimed at challenging America’s class, ethnic, and racial hierarchies, following 
previous scholarship by Khabeer (2016) who found that multi-ethnic and multi-racial Muslim 





Assimilation refers to “the decline of an ethnic distinction and its corollary cultural and 
social differences” (Alba and Nee 2003:11). Assimilation became especially salient in the 
academic literature in the wake of the post-1965 wave of immigrants who hailed from non-white 
and non-Christian backgrounds. Recent scholarship on assimilation among immigrants and their 
children in contemporary American society has mostly rejected the “straight-line” model through 
which earlier waves of European immigrants were seen to successfully assimilate into the 
mainstream. Contemporary immigration scholars have argued that this approach is not 
appropriate for the post-1965 wave of largely non-white immigrants as racialization typically 
impedes upward assimilation (Gans 1992; Perlman and Waldinger 1997; Portes and Rumbaut 
2001; Portes and Zhou 1993; Zhou 1997).  
To account for the interaction between race and class, the segmented assimilation model 
outlined multiple patterns and divergent outcomes of immigrant assimilation (Portes and Zhou 
1993). From this perspective, the process of assimilation may take multiple pathways, sometimes 
with different turns leading to varied outcomes. Three main patterns are discernible. The first is 
the classic upward mobility pattern dictating acculturation and economic integration into the 
normative structures of mainstream middle-class America. This is made possible with the 
severing of ethnic ties, unlearning home-country values, norms, and culture, and adapting to an 
undifferentiated white Christian middle-class core. The second pathway is marked by downward 
mobility into the margins of American society. This path means adapting to native subcultures in 
direct opposition to mainstream culture often by creating oppositional subcultures at the bottom 
rungs of the socioeconomic ladder. The third pathway is socioeconomic integration into 
mainstream American society with selective acculturation and preservation of the values, norms, 
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and culture of the immigrant community. This is the path of deliberately reaffirming ethnicity 
and rebuilding ethnic networks and structures for socioeconomic advancement into the middle 
class. In discussions of assimilation there is often an assumption embedded that “incorporation 
into the dominant society was closely associated with adopting the culture of the dominant 
society (acculturation) and that both were correlated with upward mobility” (Kasinitz 2004:280).  
But how or why might members of minority groups who have advanced into the middle 
class or beyond continue to deliberately retain ethnic networks, ties, and identity? Lacy (2007) 
has offered the concept of “strategic assimilation” to capture how individuals use boundary work 
to construct identities which allow them to selectively maintain ties to a minority community 
while assimilating into the economic mainstream. Strategic assimilation provides an alternative 
path to that of selective acculturation, wherein immigrant ethnic minorities retain minority 
identities to help foster economic mobility.  
Focusing specifically on parenting as a way to assess identity construction, Lacy’s 
concept of strategic assimilation was developed to illuminate the experiences of middle-class 
African American families who lived in majority white neighborhoods but consciously retained a 
black identity despite the potential for encountering racism. While middle-class blacks had 
assimilated socioeconomically by working and living alongside middle and upper middle-class 
whites, they selectively and strategically maintained social ties with better-off and solidly 
middle-class members of their own racial group. Following Schuman, Steeh, and Bobo 
(1985:12), Lacy contended that in addition to external and material markers of assimilation 
(housing patterns, income, and educational attainment), cultural, intrapersonal, and interpersonal 
markers must also be considered. For instance, parents thought intently about managing their 
children’s interactions with blacks of lower class standing, who were seen as a potentially 
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negative influence on their assimilation (Lacy 2007:174). Hence, middle-class blacks defined 
themselves in relation to the white mainstream and blacks of lower class standing to 
conceptualize their own integration into mainstream American society. This approach aligns with 
scholarship that has looked beyond traditional measures of assimilation by using subject-
centered approaches to analyze how assimilation is defined through ethnically and racially-
specific cultural frames (Jimenez and Horowitz 2013; Lee and Zhou 2015). 
This conscious construction of a particular social identity is a key component of strategic 
assimilation. Lacy (2007) found that members of the black middle class identified most strongly 
with their race (the black world in contrast to the white world) and maintained boundaries within 
that group by class (middle and upper-middle class black as opposed to lower class black). 
Respondents in the current study took steps to actively blur boundaries around race and class. As 
in Naber’s (2005) study, class and racial boundaries appeared to clash with the religious identity 
(Muslim) that respondents prioritized.  
 
Moral Markers of Success 
Strategic assimilation calls attention to the potentially divergent definitions of upward 
mobility between researchers and their subjects. Indeed, parents in this study framed upward 
mobility as being more than socioeconomic advancement. Instead of shielding children from 
members of the lower classes to prevent downward assimilation (Lacy 2007), respondents 
consciously maintained and nurtured ties to members of their religious community. They did so 
not for socioeconomic reasons but for moral and social ones.  As such, their process of 
assimilation did not appear to be a matter of selective acculturation because in this model, 
immigrant parents typically use ethnicity to buffer against potential racism and produce (or 
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reproduce) socioeconomic success. This often means embedding oneself heavily in the ethnic 
community (Lee and Zhou 2015; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Zhou 1997). The second-generation 
Muslims in this study deviated from this path by living, working, and socializing with members 
of the mainstream while embedding themselves in their religious community—not to achieve 
high socioeconomic success, but rather to achieve moral success.  
The Muslim identity was of utmost importance as parents overwhelmingly placed moral 
markers of success on equal or greater footing than socioeconomic ones for their third-generation 
children. For example, I asked Mohammed and his spouse Eman (also South Asian) how they 
would define success for their four teenagers. Like other respondents, they placed moral success 
alongside material success. When Eman confidently described how she set expectations for her 
children to maintain their family’s upper-middle class “quality of life,” Mohammed quickly 
interjected. “But I think we’d both be thoroughly disappointed if our kids didn’t maintain the 
values,” he exclaimed, “If they didn’t have high moral character, if they didn’t have high 
integrity and a high degree of social responsibility, if they didn’t give a hoot about their 
community. We would be very disappointed.” Eman nodded in agreement and added, 
“Definitely.”  
 Likewise, Faisal spoke of the importance of ethics and morality in addition to career 
choice as being the benchmarks for success in the third generation: 
You want to do law? You want to go into politics? You should be excellent. You should 
be ethical. I mean your values, don’t go around saying that you’ve got ahead in the game 
because you lied and you cheated people… I want them to be that instrument to show the 
country and the world that through their actions of being ethical but financially 
intelligent, that they can work a system where you can benefit, society can benefit, you 
can make a lot of money doing whatever you want, but yet there’s ethics that are infused 




Values such as excellence, honesty, and ethics were all character traits that parents saw as 
being emblematic of a strong Muslim identity. Faisal, summing up his parenting philosophy 
pointed to a parable in which the Prophet Mohammed smoothed the dirt at the burial site of his 
deceased child. A passerby questioned the futility of such an action as it would not bring the 
child back to life. As Faisal explained, the Prophet responded, “Anything you do, you should do 
with excellence.” 
Another moral marker of success was passing the religion on to future generations, which 
had implications for potential marriage partners within the third generation. Fostering strong 
boundaries around religion (Muslim/non-Muslim) facilitated this goal. When asked, parents 
indicated that they set expectations for their children to marry within the faith when the time 
would come to raise fourth generation Muslims. South Asian mother Jaiyana remarked on the 
possibility of her son, a first-year college student, marrying outside the faith: “what we’ve told 
him is we’re like ‘Listen, we don’t care what nationality as long as they’re Muslim,’ because it 
just makes it easier later with your kids.”  
However, not just any Muslim identity satisfied parents’ specifications for their 
children’s future partners—and strategic assimilation. Respondents spoke of a decultured Islam 
as the path to move closer to God. In light of the American/immigrant boundary, the American 
interpretation of Islam was critical for the second-generation parents. This preference for an 
Americanized interpretation was reinforced by many aspects of the parochial school, including 
hiring practices, as a way to guard against immigrant Islam. All three schools boasted hiring 
American-born teachers, and one, Bristol Heights Academy, placed an American convert in 
charge of the religious curriculum. When I asked Dan, how receptive second-generation parents 
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were to having him, an American-born white convert to Islam, lead the Islamic Studies program 
at Bristol Heights Academy, he responded: 
I think seeing someone like me is reassuring, because they want to make sure their kids 
fit in in American society. That’s pretty important to them that their kids thrive in an 
American society and as Muslims. Maybe if I was born Muslim and I had an accent or 
something, they’d be like, ‘Oh, this guy doesn’t understand America. He doesn’t know 
how our kids are going to be when they go to college.’ 
 
Overall, parents, teachers, and school administrators acknowledged that this de-ethnicized 
interpretation brought them and their children nearer to the American cultural mainstream and 
helped foster strategic assimilation.  
Yet because both immigrant and American-born students attended the parochial schools, 
respondents’ children discovered the differences between their own and immigrant families’ 
interpretations of Islam in conversations with classmates. These moments threatened to undo 
second-generation parents’ conscious efforts to strategically assimilate. Respondents recounted 
times when their child raced home from school or from their grandparents’ house after being 
chastised for doing something perceived as haram. Respondents jokingly referred to people who 
engaged in these judgmental practices as the “haram police” and actively worked to disabuse 
their children of these immigrant interpretations of Islam. Parents often had a standard reply in 
these moments. Ayesha’s was “Well, some people that’s what they think. But we have to respect 
the differences.” These findings follow those uncovered by Lacy (2007) in which middle-class 
black parents thought intently about how to manage aspects of lower-class black culture that they 
believed would negatively impact their children’s assimilation. Because the assimilative 
capacities of the American mainstream show no signs of weakening (Alba and Nee 2003), these 
families are not faced with the choice of whether their children will or will not become American 






This chapter has demonstrated how upper-middle-class suburban second-generation 
Muslim parents actively blurred class, racial, and ethnic boundaries and constructed boundaries 
around religious and generational identity. In so doing, they consciously crafted a de-ethnicized 
interpretation of Islam and hence a Muslim American identity that they saw as integral in 
promoting upward assimilation for themselves and their third-generation children. Scholarship 
on assimilation among American immigrants and their children conceives of upward assimilation 
in primarily socioeconomic terms, focusing on a convergence with the white Christian middle-
class core, and often measured by a college education, employment in a high-status occupation, 
and homeownership (Portes and Zhou 1993; Waters et al. 2010), I found evidence that second-
generation Muslim parents subjectively defined assimilation through religious and generational 
cultural frames. In so doing, they elevated moral markers of success to a position alongside 
socioeconomic ones.  
These Muslim Americans, who are both deeply committed to their religion and to 
American ideals, construct identities that emphasize the role of Islam in their lives. Rather than 
seeking to move away from Islam, the Muslim American parents in my study are encouraging a 
particularly American interpretation of Islam for themselves and their children. Their identity 
construction processes reflect a pattern of integration that places them nearer to the mainstream 
than were the first-generation. These parents expect that their third-generation children will 
move even nearer to the American mainstream. While this chapter has considered the boundaries 
between immigrant and American Islam, the following chapter will look more closely at the 
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cultural process that makes differentiating these two kinds of Islam possible, namely, the process 





Chapter Three:  
Leaving the Cultural Baggage Behind 
 
On Friday the 13th, October 2017, I was invited to Bristol Heights Academy (BHA) to 
volunteer at the annual school party. En route to the school, which was tucked behind a 
neighborhood full of upper-middleclass midcentury homes, I passed rows of houses decked out 
in spooky Halloween decorations and lawn signs staked into the ground advertising the local 
homeowner’s association Halloween party. It was the perfect day for a Halloween party—70 
degrees and sunny. Yet this was not a Halloween party. Instead, the day’s event was called “The 
BHA Fall Festival.” From a distance, the party could easily be confused for a Halloween event, 
but a careful eye could discern small differences.  
I spent the afternoon filling seemingly endless cups of cold apple cider, sourced from the 
local mill, handing them over to eager children dressed up in costumes as their favorite 
characters but there were no devils, ghosts, or goblins among them. The day’s activities included 
hayrides and a pumpkin puzzle in which children drew a slip of paper from a hat. The slips were 
scribbled with American fall-themed words such as “apples,” “corn,” “pilgrims,” and “leaves,” 
but explicit references to Halloween were noticeably absent. The children then scoured among a 
patch of store-bought pumpkins with a corresponding word taped to the bottom. Once they found 
their match, they were free to decorate those pumpkins with markers and stickers, though there 
was to be no carving. Earlier that day, I had been asked to assist in filling out the slips of paper 
and I queried two nearby mothers on which words I should write. One of them smiled and 
sarcastically wagged her finger at me, “Now, don’t you write ‘Halloween’ or ‘Trick-or-Treat!’” 
Both women then rolled their eyes and snickered. 
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These moms were members of the second generation. Like many, though not all, 
American-born Muslim parents, these two enjoyed Halloween and believed there was no conflict 
between Islam and the holiday. In contrast, the majority of immigrant Muslims did see a problem 
with the holiday—likening it to devil worship. These moms were poking fun at their immigrant 
peers’ approach to Halloween.  
When I spoke to Dan, the school's Islamic curriculum coordinator, he explained the role 
of the school in arbitrating these generational conflicts over culture: “My guess, if I’m honest, is 
probably half or more than half of the kids do trick-or-treat here, but we don’t celebrate 
Halloween at all in school. Among Muslim scholars in America, you’ll find a variety of opinions 
on it so we at BHA don’t take an ideological opinion on Halloween. That’s why we host the Fall 
Festival. And, for example, after it’s over, we get rid of all the pumpkins. It’s not like on October 
31st there’s still pumpkins outside.” Perhaps knowing the school’s mixed student body, that 
includes children of immigrants as well as those of American-born parents Dan appeared to have 
avoided taking a hardline stance on the event, opting instead to innocuously sidestep it. 
The previous chapter explored the bright social boundaries that second-generation 
Muslim parents drew (Muslim/non-Muslim and American-born/immigrant) in constructing 
meaningful identities for themselves and their third-generation children. It showed how identities 
emerged from negotiations that occurred when second-generation parents came into contact with 
non-Muslims and Muslims whom they deemed “immigrant.” To create a Muslim identity, their 
reference group was the wider non-Muslim public. In developing an American identity, the 
reference group was the broader Muslim population.  
The current chapter explores how in order to substantiate both of those identities, second-
generation Muslim parents adopted distinctive cultural practices that set them apart from these 
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two reference groups. Having been raised in the United States with Muslim-immigrant and 
mainstream American culture, conflicts sometimes occurred over which cultural traits to pass 
onto their third-generation children. How do American-born Muslim parents resolve these 
conflicts? I found that rather than resort to the ritualism of their immigrant parents and peers, the 
highly religious second-generation Muslim American parents in this study intentionally 
employed religious justifications to arbitrate such conflicts; these justifications were based on an 
interpretation of the religion that they term “pure Islam.” When immigrant beliefs and practices 
were seen to conflict with pure Islam, they were deemed “cultural baggage.” The result of this 
cultural negotiation was a de-ethnicized Islam. This chapter uncovers ways that cultural conflict 
is resolved by second-generation Muslim parents in both their home and their children’s Islamic 
parochial schools.  
I begin by introducing the cultural repertoire theoretical perspective and continue by 
applying it to second-generation narratives about growing up in immigrant households. I then 
provide empirical data showing how respondents employed different cultural repertoires than the 
ones they were raised with. To help explain the logic behind their cultural decision making, I 
describe key aspects of their generation’s interpretation of Islam (which they termed “pure 
Islam”) and demonstrate how they used this interpretation to resolve the cultural conflicts they 
encountered. 
 
Learning Cultural Repertoires: Growing Up Second Generation 
 
Culture is a group’s shared practices, values, and beliefs which provide a symbolic 
system of meaning. Parenting is a strategic site for investigation of the culture relevant to 
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second-generation Muslim Americans because it provides an opportunity to study which kinds of 
culture parents wish to instill into the next generation.  
According to Ann Swidler (1986:273), “culture influences action not by providing the 
ultimate values toward which action is oriented but by shaping a repertoire or ‘tool kit’ of habits, 
skills, and styles” that make social action possible. From this perspective, culture is the set of 
tools individuals have at their disposal to “manage their social world” (Lamont and Small 
2008:81). The toolkit perspective allows analysts to understand individuals’ acquisition and use 
of these repertoires and the ends towards which these tools are employed.  
Second-generation Muslim American respondents were raised with at least two sets of 
tools: one immigrant and one American. They inherited an immigrant toolkit from their parents 
and practiced immigrant cultural repertoires at home and in other immigrant spaces. These 
immigrant tools included cultural practices such as speaking the home-country language (Urdu 
or colloquial Arabic), eating ethnic foods, and watching ethnic television programs and movies. 
Enisa and Shafaq, Pakistani parents of three, recalled language use in their respective childhood 
homes. Enisa explained, “There was only Urdu in my house. Until this day, we only speak in 
Urdu with my parents.” Shafaq added: “Same.”  
In addition to these immigrant cultural tools, respondents picked up American cultural 
tools at school, at friends’ homes, and elsewhere in the wider public society. These tools 
included fluency in American English, eating American food, and watching American television.  
As children, they were tasked with trying to parse the difference and learning when to use 
which cultural repertoire in which context. Second-generation children recalled times when they 
would respond in English to their parents’ Urdu, much to parents’ dismay. As Huda, a South 
Asian woman described, “Language was a big issue growing up, my parents really pushed Urdu, 
  
 73 
but we thought in English, so English came out of our mouths." They also remembered being 
teased by their classmates in the school cafeteria for bringing mjadara or biryani for lunch 
instead of American standards like peanut butter and jelly. They learned how to wear traditional 
ethnic clothing, said they preferred what their American peers were wearing (assuming the items 
comported to their family’s standards of modesty), reserving the traditional ethnic garb for 
weddings and other formal events. As Ghida, a 26-year-old South Asian woman explained, “I 
think my father wanted me to wear shalwar khameez my whole life. I just wanted to wear blue 
jeans!” 
According to respondents, American schools were perceived by immigrant parents as a 
cultural black box where their children learned a competing culture, one that was believed to 
pose great threat to their American-born children’s physical and moral safety. Amira, a Pakistani 
mother of four, recalled her parents’ fears about the public school: 
My parents were first-generation, right? They didn’t know the system, they didn’t know 
the school, they didn’t know the culture.  So, they were always very fearful of it—I think 
they probably heard the horror stories. I know that they were afraid of the whole girl/guy 
interaction, falling into traps like alcohol or drugs. They probably didn’t even know about 
the drugs, but they were afraid of just something. But they knew it was something they 
needed to keep us away from.  
 
First-generation parents’ apprehension about cultural influences from outside the 
immigrant community permeated second-generation minds as adolescents. Even when their 
parents were not aware of public school activities, members of the second-generation said they 
often did not partake in actions that would disappoint their parents. Hamad, an Arab father of 
three, recalled dealing with peer pressure in his public high school and how his immigrant 
parents’ voices never left his mind: “In high school, yeah, there were opportunities for me to 
stray in one direction or the other, be tempted. But because of the respect I had for our parents, 
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then I said, ‘Well, I’m not going to do that, because what would my parents say if they knew I 
did what is possible?’”   
These same fears extended into other aspects of parenting and inhibited the second-
generation’s acquisition of certain American cultural repertoires. Participation in typical and 
mundane American after-school activities and social events were often viewed with confusion or 
fear by immigrant parents. Enisa grew up in a small condo complex with a shared swimming 
pool. In the summer months, she recalled desperately wanting to swim with the other children 
but being forbidden by her parents. Instead, she sat on the edge of the pool with her toes in the 
water. Enisa’s usually bright smile scrunched into a frown as she recounted her frustration: 
I remember wanting to swim so bad. We would go down to the pool, but we couldn’t go 
in. I’d just be sitting at the shallow end. It was just like seeing all our friends jump off the 
diving board and all that stuff and not being able to do that. My mom, I think her biggest 
thing was the cultural––the bathing suit. That was huge so, I would wear shorts and T-
shirt but not a bathing suit. She was like ‘no way.’ So, growing up having and navigating 
that on our own that was what we had to do.  
 
Other members of the second-generation recalled similar stories of watching other 
children participate in fun activities from the sidelines. Rasha, a second-generation mother of 
four, was on the homecoming planning committee at her public high school. She was in charge 
of the decorating committee that would work tirelessly to transform the school’s gymnasium into 
a sparkling sea of garland for that special night. I was surprised that she was allowed to attend 
the school dance because many members of the second-generation were expressly forbidden 
from such an activity that featured so many immigrant cultural “no-nos” such as mixed-gender 
socialization, dancing, music, and pre-marital romance. When I expressed my surprise, she 
clarified:  
“I wasn’t allowed to go to the dance. I just helped with the decorations.” 
  
 75 
 “Your parents wouldn’t let you?” I asked.  
Rasha explained: “I think what happens is that a lot of times is, you just know you can’t 
do certain things. It almost kills any desire to want it. I just thought like, ‘don’t even go there 
about wanting to.’”  
Rasha’s husband, Saqib, chimed in with his own recollections of being stuck at the 
sidelines. He attended an elite preparatory academy and enjoyed participating in afterschool 
academic clubs. Even these scholastic events could be subject to immigrant fear. He explained: 
“We learned ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell’ long before it became a policy with the government. For me, 
it was the Spanish club. Every year they would go to Mexico. That was just not even in the cards 
for me.” I asked if it was the cost or logistics that stopped his parents from allowing his 
participation. Saqib replied: “I wouldn’t even think to ask. It was considered to be culturally 
anomalous, you know?” He added with a jokingly ominous voice, “The dreaded sleepover.” 
Saqib’s joke about sleepovers was one that resonated with other second-generation 
parents’ recollections about childhood. Mainstream American activities were rejected as a 
cultural impossibility by their immigrant parents. A popular second-generation Muslim 
American comic artist, Huda Fahmy (2019), captured this concept in a digital comic strip titled 
“Marriage is the Forever Sleepover” and it was shared widely on the social media accounts of 





Figure 3. Fahmy, Huda. 2019. Marriage Is the Forever Sleepover. 
 
 
Only the most persistent members of the second-generation were able to negotiate 
accommodations from their parents. Rima, a South Asian mother of three, loved being physically 
active but her mother rejected gymnastics because of the leotard, tennis because of the short 
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skirts, and soccer because of the shorts. Rima recalled when she discovered skiing, explaining 
with a triumphant smirk: 
 
That was the only thing that I was allowed to do. I learned to ski. I remember I went to 
my parents and said, ‘Look. This is the only sport where I’m covered head to toe. You 
don’t even know if I’m a boy or a girl. You’ve got to let me do this.’ But then, ‘what if 
you break a leg? What if…’ And I said, ‘I’ll be fine.’ So finally, they were OK with me 
skiing. I was the one who was the skier in our family. 
 
While a few parents had stories about convincing their immigrant parents about 
American cultural activities, these moments were far from the norm. Most often, like Rasha and 
Saqib, they recalled feeling unable to talk to their parents about these things. The inability to 
have open discussions with their immigrant parents went beyond fun activities and extended into 
conversations about sex, reproductive health, and other more serious issues.  
Women recalled shame and embarrassment about beginning menstruation. Hala, a 
second-generation mother and practicing physician, explained her disappointment with her 
mother. “My mom never talked to me about any of that stuff. When I got my period when I was 
twelve and I had no idea what to do. She gave me a book and she's like, ‘read this if you have 
any questions.’” Neda, an Arab mother of four, recalled something similar:  
I had so many questions growing up. I mean everything. Even human development. A 
few times I asked my parents and they would just not give me the right answer and I 
know it's not the right answer. They would just shut down. I still remember that I had to 
learn from the girls at school that I was having my period and all that stuff. So, I just 
don't want that for my kids. 
 
The perceived inability of most members of the second generation to talk openly with 
their parents led to a sense of alienation from them. My conversation with Lamis and Amer 
shows the burden they felt as adolescents because they could not turn to their parents for help 




Lamis: My parents were never able to really connect in terms of what I’m going through 
in school. There was a big culture difference. There wasn’t really a lot of talk about what 
goes on in our school. I could never have told my parents what went on in high school. 
 
Rebecca: What kind of things do you mean?  
 
Lamis: Anything. I know kids were doing drugs, kids were having sex. I mean like all 
that was going on. Like my parents would— 
 
Amer: Those are all taboos. 
 
Lamis: Yeah, taboos, especially in our culture. I think I was introduced to things that my 
parents would probably have never knew— 
 
Amer: Frowned upon. 
 
Lamis: Yeah. And I could have— 
 
Amer: For sure. [You] Could have made mistakes. 
 
Rebecca: Is that the same for you, Amer? 
 
Amer: Oh, for sure. That was all day long. And we had to deal with it all on our own.  
 
 
To cope with the worries about the potentially negative cultural influences of public 
school, immigrant parents responded by attempting to keep their children’s social networks 
insulated within the immigrant community. Some respondents revealed that their only social 
outlet was extended family, other congregants at the mosque, and classmates from weekend 
religious school. For example, Mohammed explained how his parents actively encouraged his 
socializing within the immigrant community and discouraged anything else, using transportation 
as a way to exert control:  
My parents were very strict, so most social activities especially involving outside of the 
Muslim community, they were very suspicious of. I still had some activities but it was 
very difficult, the transportation, where I’d have to get rides because my parents actively 
discouraged it. Whereas if it was a [mosque] lecture or a seminar they would encourage 




Similarly, Fatima said her primary activity growing up was the religious youth group she 
founded in her living room. Only a handful of other girls from her mosque attended.  
 
Enisa pointed out how keeping friends from the immigrant community often meant not having 
close friends in her own school: 
I think for us, when we were growing up, it was a problem that there wasn’t an Islamic 
school where I was. I remember hearing about cities that did, I was always kind of like 
thinking, ‘that would be so cool’ because outside my circle of friends in my youth group 
and Sunday school I didn’t really have any close friends. Those girls were my safe haven. 
I would say even when I was in [the public] high school, not one of my close friends 
went to the same high school as me. None of us went to the same schools ever. 
 
Rana explained how this social separation extended from her youth into her young adulthood: 
 
I would say my main outlet was our Sunday school. And then later, when I got up into 
high school, I definitely didn’t have a huge group of friends. It was because I knew I 
couldn’t really hang out with the people that were like going drinking and smoking and 
having a later curfew, because I still had to be home. When I was 26 years old, I still had 
to be home at a certain time. So, I knew, I had the foresight to know that if I was going to 
have friends outside our community, it’s not going to work out. I’m going to end up—I 
had I would say a small group of friends. 
 
Overall, my interviews with second-generation parents revealed that for their generation, 
childhood in America was marked by social restrictions, separation from the wider public, and 
cultural incongruity between immigrant homes and mosques and the public school. These past 
experiences shaped their present parenting decisions and practices. In lieu of limitations, they 
sought to provide as many opportunities as possible to their third-generation children.  
 
Life in Second-Generation Homes 
 
Now as parents, members of the second generation sought to rectify the childhood issues 
they saw as problematic. In contrast to immigrant homes, language was rarely a site for cultural 
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conflict between the second and third generations because English was the dominant language 
spoken by both. For example, as Ayesha explained, her third-generation children understand 
very little Urdu, “just words here and there” so that Urdu became a parents-only language in 
their household: “If we ever need to talk to each other without them hearing, we use Urdu.” In 
other words, they were not equipping their kids with this immigrant tool. Likewise, Eman said 
her children “couldn’t even make out a sentence.” In other second-generation households where 
children did understand their family’s immigrant language, it was still not the normal way of 
speaking. For example, Arwa explained, “We only occasionally speak Arabic.  English is our 
comfort language, so that’s what we speak. Because we want our kids to speak Arabic, we 
incorporate it when we remember. Or like ‘everyone talk Arabic for like the next two hours,’ or 
whatever.” In other words, there was no expectation for third generation children to speak the 
immigrant language in the house fluently or even often.  
Not only were third generation children unfamiliar with their grandparents’ native 
language, they were sometimes unfamiliar with accents. Shafaq laughed as he recounted a time 
when his daughter was in kindergarten and she came home in the first weeks of school asking 
about why her teacher “talked so funny.” Shafaq said he had to explain that the teacher was from 
another country and does not speak English the same as they do in their house. Noor expressed 
her frustration regarding the immigrant generation’s accented English because she saw it as 
potentially detrimental to her children. “My mom speaks English to the kids, and she has an 
accent. And so we’re always like, ‘Can you try talking to them in Arabic instead?’ She ruins 
them with her accent! After spending time with her, they’ll say stuff like ‘He fall on the floor.’ 
I’m like ‘No, no. Say fell.’ So, instead of teaching them Arabic, she’s just ruining their English.”   
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In addition to language, cuisine provided another example of respondents’ perceptions of 
the differences between first and second-generation households. Meal-time in second-generation 
kitchens only sometimes bore resemblance to meal-time in traditional ethnic homes. Instead, 
carryout from the local pizzeria and hurried orders from the drive-through lane at Panera Bread 
were consistent staples among these families. Kareem, an Arab father of two, explained how 
because his wife Rashida is “a world-class cook,” his family enjoys a very global cuisine. He 
added, “Like in Syria, we don’t have chili, but the kids love it, right? Pasta is not common in 
Syria, but Rashida is an artist in pasta.” Rashida offered her reasoning for this, “we don’t want 
the kids to be set up to appreciate only one culture.”  
Hala, a second-generation Egyptian mother of two boys, explained how this cultural shift 
away from participating in predominantly immigrant culture at home caused conflict with her in-
laws:  
I feel sometimes conflicted because when [my husband’s] parents come visit, they’ll 
notice that, you know, my kids are so American. Like, they’ll say some Arabic words 
wrong or whatever. Or like. My kids don’t like Arabic food because I don’t cook Arabic 
food. I don’t even like Arabic food. 
 
My mother-in-law will come and she’s making all these like really gourmet delicious 
Middle Eastern meals, and it’s taken her the whole entire day to cook and my kids are 
like ‘ewww.’ So, then she’s like, why don't you ever make this? I’m like, “do I have six 
hours to cook a meal? No!” 
 
The issue of immigrant grandparents expressing disappointment in the third-generation’s 
loss of their immigrant and ethnic traditions was common among second generation parents. 
Nasreen, a South Asian mother of two, explained in a somewhat resigned voice, “Culture is a big 
deal to my parents. They think of these kids who are born here that they’re not cultural enough, 
you know what I mean?” By this, she meant that from the vantage point of the first generation, 
third generation children were not being equipped with ethnic cultural tools.  
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Respondents hoped that when they become grandparents such intergenerational cultural 
tensions would dissipate. Amira explained: “I mean we’re not heavily culturally-Indian in our 
household, but we interact enough with my parents’ extended family and my in-laws’ extended 
family that it’s still kind of a little crucial for our generation to know [Indian culture]. I feel like 
the generation now will not need to know it at all because when they grow into their families, 
we’ll all be speaking English and we’ll get it.”   
These cultural changes were not just an incidental part of Americanization. Parents in this 
study said that they intentionally sought to decrease the cultural difference between home and 
school environments for their third-generation children. As Salah, a second-generation Arab 
mother anticipated, “it will be easier for the next generation because we dealt with the parents 
who didn't understand. We get it. We can adapt American culture and know the limits. Our 
parents just didn't get it.”  
For some respondents, immigrant ignorance seemed like bliss. Enisa explained that for 
her generation, “I think it's a whole different dynamic. In some ways, I feel like I wish I could be 
like the way my parents were. But I’m just too aware, like you just know? We know too much, 
we went through it, we lived it.” 
When I asked Amer about the differences between his second-generation household and 
his immigrant household growing up, he expanded on his earlier point about his parents’ lack of 
cultural competency putting a strain on adolescent decision making: 
 
We at least know how to communicate with our kids. Because like our parents weren’t 
able to relate to us. We’ve had one round of it. Did we make bad decisions growing up? I 
can say yeah, probably. I think I did. Not sure about [my wife] Lamis, but for me, yeah. 
Because like my dad wasn’t able to explain stuff to me, and this was all new for my eyes, 
all that. That’s how come [American-born] kids in our community have strayed so far off. 




For Amer, and many second-generation respondents like him, the lack of understanding for the 




While second-generation led households were very different from the immigrant ones in 
which they grew up, these families did not adopt American cultural repertoires wholesale. Nor 
did they fully abandon immigrant cultural practices. Because these Muslim members of the 
second-generation were not converts, they inherited their religion from their immigrant parents. 
This meant that their family’s religion was unintentionally infused with immigrant ethnicity: 
Indian Muslim, Pakistani Muslim, Syrian Muslim, etc. Yet because the most prized identity 
among members of the second generation was religiously based—that of Muslim American—
respondents reported that they intentionally appraised aspects of both American and immigrant 
culture using “pure Islam” as a filter.  
There emerged no strict definition of what “pure Islam” is. Rather, members of the second-
generation came to a subjective understanding of what it means to them. As such, the idea is a 
fluid one. Despite this, nearly every interviewee brought up the idea of pure Islam, 
demonstrating its centrality to the identity of members of this second-generation group. Instead 
of attempting to use a static definition, I will describe three ideal aspects that were commonly 





1. Pure Islam is Universalistic 
While respondents spoke of their parents and immigrant peers with respect, they were also 
quite critical of some of their “immigrant” beliefs and practices, particularly those that were 
inextricably linked to Islam. For example, respondents observed that immigrant Muslims 
worshipped and socialized almost exclusively with co-ethnic members of their community, 
which often problematically reproduced ethnic beliefs and practices imported from the home 
country. Critical of their parents’ ethnic particularism, members of the second-generation sought 
to promote a conception of their religion that was ethnically universalistic. To support this 
interpretation of Islam, parents tapped into a “global Muslim consciousness” which paralleled 
efforts of Muslims around the world to better the standing of all people, both within and outside 
of their community (Mandaville 2007; Naber 2012). 
To exemplify the idea of universalism in Islam, the Surah al-Hujurat was often cited. The 
passage from this chapter most relevant explains that God “has created you male and female and 
made you peoples and tribes that you may know one another. Indeed, the most noble of you in 
the sight of Allah is the most righteous of you.” Respondents interpreted this passage as a call for 
universal peoplehood among Muslims. As such, it was often invoked to counter the first 
generation’s ethnicized interpretation of the religion and tendency toward ethnic superiority over 
others. In contrast, second-generation respondents said they believed social ills such as prejudice, 
racism, and gender inequality to be un-Islamic and therefore antithetical to pure Islam.  
The prioritization of universalism in Islam was indicated in parents’ narratives about 
religious institutions that they believed were successful in catering to practitioners of all ethnic 
backgrounds. For example, Lamis favorably described an Islamic school near her hometown in 
Ohio: “they’ve really worked hard to kind of build a relationship with everyone in the 
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community. [They] try to hold onto the call—religion more than culture. Because culturally, I 
feel like you kind of integrate all the cultures that you are living with. But you still want to hold 
onto the religion.” 
Similarly, Imran praised Rising Star Academy for its perceived ability to employ 
universalism: “[Islamic schools] also have to deal with your various ethnic identities, and it’s 
kind of hard to find a school that can do that. Rising Star has a values-based system that was 
also, in many ways, focused on universals rather than the particulars.” In other words, by 
focusing on universal Muslim values instead of particular ethnic ways of carrying out religion, 
second-generation parents believed they—in harmony with the parochial schools in which they 
enrolled their children—are promoting a purer Islam.  
When I asked Fatima to describe how she teaches her children what Islam means to her, she 
answered: “I try to infuse little things like be forgiving to your siblings, be kind, things like that. 
Just be kind, be generous, be compassionate. I guess those universal qualities. They are all 
traditions of the Prophet.” 
Embodying universalism also meant not showing preference for one’s own ethnic group. 
Faisal used zakat (Muslim almsgiving) as a common example of how immigrant Muslims 
demonstrate a problematic tendency toward ethnic particularism:  
 
[Zakat] is supposed to be a means of social transformation. So, a lot of times immigrant 
Muslims, you’ll see them give that money overseas. And I think that there is value in 
that, but we live in the United States. We are part of the United States. That money, in my 
mind, should be going to the United States as a means for socially transforming people’s 
lives so that then when they are—have lifted themselves out of whatever difficult thing, 
then they now are contributing members to that pool of society. 
 
The preference for ethnic universalism in enacting pure Islam was also invoked as second-
generation respondents described their hopes for their children’s future marriage partners. For 
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example, Imran and Jaiyana, whose eldest son was a first-year student at Michigan State 
University at the time of our interview, explained the marriage expectations they laid out for 
him:  
 
Jaiyana: College is where we met, so we’re hoping he does that too. And what we’ve told 
him is “Listen, we don’t care what nationality she is as long as she’s Muslim,” because it 
just makes it easier later when you’re raising your kids. 
 
Rebecca: So, it’s not like you want him to find an Indian or a Pakistani girl, speak Urdu 
with the grandkids or something? 
 
Jaiyana: I’m sure our grandparents would like that, I’m sure our parents would like that, 
but— 
 
Imran: I think we’d rather have them marrying an American over an ethnicity, but the 
faith is going to be important. So, and if [his future spouse] converts, they can’t convert 
because they’re getting married, they’re converting because that’s what they want to do.  
So yeah, we’ve had that conversation with him, and he hasn’t really pushed back. And 
also, we wanted him to go to a school like MSU that was diverse, that had lots of 
different people, different religions and ethnicities, that also had a pretty active MSA. 
 
In other words, promoting pure Islam in the next generation meant setting expectations that 
their third-generation children would have a Muslim marriage, but not one with a partner of a 
particular ethnic background. This approach to marriage aligned with their larger ideology of 
pure Islam as being universalistic.  
 
2. Pure Islam is Intentional  
Second-generation respondents critiqued their immigrant parents’ Islam as being too ritual as 
opposed to being intentional. Islamic ritualism was associated with those who unconsciously 
followed the religious traditions without consciously thinking about why they did so. Some 
respondents referred to some people who fit this archetype as “Friday Muslims” or Muslims who 
routinely show up for Friday prayer at the mosque out of tradition but whose daily habits rarely 
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comport to a halal lifestyle. Contradictory actions included a person who completed religious 
pillars, such as praying or taking the pilgrimage to Mecca, but was also engaged in lying or 
cheating. 
Respondents said they did not want Islam to merely be a list of prescriptions and 
proscriptions. Samara spoke of her goal to instill this intentional interpretation in her six-year-old 
daughter: “I don’t want Islam to be a religion of dos and don’ts. I don’t want her growing up 
thinking that being Muslim means I can’t do this list of things and that’s it.” 
Instead, parents sought to instill an intentional interpretation of Islam in their children. This 
intentional perspective on Islam placed less emphasis on which actions adherents should partake 
in and which should be avoided; instead, interviewees focused most intently on the moral 
justifications for their actions. Respondents explained that they wanted their children to question 
every action and belief they held or are confronted with through the lens of pure Islam. 
I asked Fatima and Salman to describe their interpretation of Islam and they explained it this 
way:  
Salman: What we say is that it's all about your character. 
 
Fatima: Your intentions. You know if you do something with a clean heart and you have 
good intentions, God knows what those are. That’s what you’re judged on. There's going 
to be things that you do that you don't know what to do, what is the right thing. You don’t 
have a recipe card for everything. But if you have intentions and sincerity… 
 
Salman: Right. We’re not God. What’s right and wrong is up to God to judge. You never 
know, everyone is different. 
 
Because parents sought to raise intentional Muslims, they expected their children to 
research the justifications for their behaviors themselves. To help their children achieve this goal, 
parents said they tried to instill a “love of learning” in their children. For many parents, 
education and credentials were not just a means of achieving financial success but also moral 
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success; critical thinking was seen as part of the foundation of pure Islam itself as it enables 
intentional action. When I interviewed Nasreen and Saqib, they explained that they believed 
education and the life-long pursuit of knowledge was central to their sense of religion. Saqib 
even grounded the logic behind this pursuit of knowledge using Prophetic teachings:  
 
I mean not to get too religious on here or anything, the first we believe in the first words 
revealed to the Prophet (peace be upon Him) is iqra’ which means read. That tells us to 
read. And that's the first command given to him. That's the first thing he ever heard and 
so from that moment it's like everything is an educational journey. So, there's always that 
within the religion itself there's a huge emphasis on gaining knowledge and learning. 
 
Ultimately, equipping their children with an Islamic education was meant to bolster this 
interpretation of pure Islam as being intentional. As Neda and Abe explained, life is full of 
choices and they hoped that being knowledgeable in terms of their faith would lead their children 
to take morally grounded action. 
 
Abe: We want the kids to have a choice, we feel that the Bristol Heights Academy way of 
doing things is not just forcing religion, it’s actually showing them that this is one of the 
options we'd like them to observe. Observe people in the school and then make their own 
choices.  
 
Neda: Sometimes religion comes on too strongly. Actually, it's more like a book that can 
teach you a way of being. Like, we really want our kids to know it’s about values, it's 
how you represent yourself, how you intentionally act and behave towards other people. 
 
In other words, the pursuit of education and learning were seen as the starting points of a 
pure interpretation of Islam. For many members of the second-generation, it was in the college 
campus Muslim Students’ Association where they first experienced their faith outside of their 
immigrant parents’ ritualism. Amira described how the first time she attended the Islamic 
Society of North America’s (ISNA) annual convention with her college roommate was a 
religious awakening for her because it inspired her to begin learning more about her religion 




My roommate was like “Oh, you should really go to ISNA. It’s in Dayton, Ohio this year. 
You should come. It’s huge. You’ll meet so many people.” And you know? We went. 
And I know for me, it was like a mind-blowing experience. It was life-altering, for sure. 
Because in high school, I did not—I mean I knew I was Muslim but it meant that we 
were more Indian more than Muslim. We just knew we didn’t date, we knew we didn’t 
drink, we knew we didn’t gamble. Like these are just things that you are taught, right? 
And so, when I went to ISNA, I just remember being like “Whoa, this is our faith?” 
There were so many panels and discussions. And I just lapped it up. It was great. It was 
awesome. And I remember learning so much at that convention and I haven’t stopped!  
 
For Amira and many like her, being Muslim is not simply about performing rituals and 
reciting prayers, but about continually learning about the faith so that one might intentionally 
practice it. 
  
3. Pure Islam Requires Balance 
A third major aspect of pure Islam was that being a good Muslim meant striking a healthy 
balance between religion, family, and work. While many interviewees described trying to pass a 
strong dedication to their faith onto their third-generation children, they were wary of either 
being too fanatical or being too relaxed. Many parents praised the Islamic schools for their 
capacity to find this middle path approach to religion and successfully teach it to their students. 
For instance, Rima described her appreciation for Bristol Heights Academy:  
 
I would say the Islamic education and the diversity of the teachers is what really attracted 
me to this school. Because I didn’t want them to end up in what my mindset of an Islamic 
school was, like “Oh, my God, they’re going to be so strict. You will have to wear a 
hijab. You’ll have to keep quiet.” Almost like I thought they were going to out-religion 
me and like it would just set up this whole fear-based approach to religion. I didn’t want 
the school to go too far and for my kids to reject the whole thing because we were going 
too strong with it. So, I like the moderation of the school and the diversity of the teachers, 




Likewise, Hamad explained that Rising Star’s balanced approach to Islam is not only 
something that he appreciated but also reflected his own ideas about the religion. “Of course, you 
must teach the core principles. But there are people that are a bit more extreme. And being 
extreme itself is un-Islamic anyway. You have to find the middle ground and apply the core rules 
and laws. Beyond that, everything else is fine. You can interpret things slightly different. I think 
Rising Star does that well. It gives you that feeling like ‘We’re in the middle of the road. But 
don’t forget the basics.’” 
Aliya explained that finding the balance between maintaining a strong Muslim identity 
and living a full life is why she selected Bristol Heights Academy for her children:  
 
I don’t expect my kids to keep much of the Syrian culture by the time they grow up, to be 
honest. But the Muslim identity, I hope they hang on to that. That’s what really matters 
the most. It’s a way of life to me, and I hope that that will be the same for them. That’s 
why I selected BHA for them. I want them to learn that this is who you are: Muslim, first 
and foremost. That’s how I know they are successful. If they can achieve balance, in 
terms of being Muslim and American. Having a good career and education and living a 
moral life. 
 
The pursuit of balance influenced not only respondents’ decisions about religion but other 
aspects of their parenting as well. For example, Faisal described trying to teach his children not 
to use their religion as an excuse to completely avoid participating in mainstream social 
activities, “I just think that we can live our lives and incorporate religion at the same time. For 
me, I feel it’s very natural. I teach my kids that I don’t have any problem watching like the 
Detroit Lions performing because we can skip the halftime show.” In other words, Faisal’s 
comments showed how parents found ways to compromise on social activities that those with an 
extreme interpretation of religion might have avoided entirely while, at the same time, still 
staying true to their interpretation of pure Islam.  
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Rasha acknowledged that keeping a balanced perspective on religion is healthy but 
difficult to maintain without straying away from religion too much. With two of her four children 
in college at the time of our interview, she described how changes in the life course make it more 
difficult to achieve this balance.  
 
I try to teach my girls that I think the most important thing is that God is at the center of 
everything. God is the center. We worship God and we do for God. Everything that 
you’re pursuing, try to keep God in mind. Even in your studying. Everything that you do 
should be an act of worship towards him. Don’t lose sight of that perspective.  
 
It’s funny because as kids, I think, they got it. It was easier, they didn’t have as much 
going on. I would say now, as they’re growing up, we’re so caught up with studies and 
just trying to get things done and time is of the essence for everything. Sometimes it’s 
very easy to lose that God-centric vision. It’s just a reminder. It’s not supposed to be that 
you force it on somebody or that you have to talk about 24/7. It really isn’t. Sometimes 
things come up like, “Oh well, this happened to you.” Now let’s try to get back on track.  
 
Maintaining a healthy balance in terms of religion is not always easy or even possible. 
But to parents in this study, straying too far in either direction in an extreme fashion is 
antithetical to pure Islam.  
 
Cultural Decision Making 
 Pure Islam as a Cultural Filter 
Equipped with an interpretation of Islam centered on being universal, intentional, and 
balanced, second-generation parents used these ideas as the basis to help make decisions 
surrounding culture in their households. As Rasha pointed out, being devoted to this 
interpretation meant that they tried “to keep God in mind” in nearly every aspect of their lives, 
even mundane cultural minutiae taken for granted in both mainstream American and immigrant 
Muslim homes. In other words, pure Islam became a filter through which particular cultural 
repertoires were formed.  
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Cultural tools that comported to the pure Islam system were conscientiously passed on to 
third-generation children by their parents whereas those that did not were left out of such tool 
kits. Abandoned immigrant cultural practices were known among this group as “cultural 
baggage” and were seen as a hindrance to the practice of pure Islam. Respondents used cultural 
baggage as a metaphor which trades on colloquial use of “baggage” as a pejorative term to mean 
impediments that encumber one's freedom, progress, development, or adaptability (not unlike 
“emotional baggage”). They used the phrase when referring to aspects of ethnicity that the first-
generation brought from the home country, unquestioningly. This process of leaving the cultural 
baggage behind meant that tools that respondents saw not as religiously based but rather 
ethnically based were jettisoned. Ali exemplified this point when he made a prescriptive 
statement on the potentially negative role of immigrant culture in religion: 
Let’s not let our culture ruin our religion, which as far as Islam is concerned, that is a 
major problem. I mean the attitudes towards women, the [ethnic] conflicts, they have a 
lot more to do with cultural baggage, ‘cause we come from old cultures. These are very 
old cultures if not the oldest cultures. These cultures obviously have their beneficial 
effects—they can bring us together—but they come with their own set of problems. 
 
While second-generation parents said it was not possible for them to unlearn immigrant 
cultural tools, they recognized that they did not have to pass this cultural baggage on to the third 
generation, and thus they exerted great effort to stop their children from acquiring them. Not all 
immigrant tools appear to have constituted cultural baggage. Respondents identified tools that 
did not necessarily help them in practicing pure Islam but also did not hinder it. For instance, 
respondents who kept ethnic clothing such as shalwar kameez in their closets described knowing 
how to wear this style of garb if and when a situation called for them to do so but said it was not 
necessary in their day-to-day lives.  
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At the same time that respondents said they avoided passing on cultural baggage (such as 
a sense of ethnic superiority over other Muslim groups, religiously-based misogyny, and 
classism) on to their children, they were also conscious about not adopting American culture 
wholesale. Aspects of American culture that did not comport to their ethos of pure Islam (such as 
drinking alcohol or engaging in premarital sex) were said to be avoided in the same manner as 
cultural baggage but were not labeled as such—cultural baggage was reserved for immigrant 
tools.     
How do American-born Muslim parents resolve the conflicts between instilling a pure 
Islam and avoiding passing on cultural baggage in their every day lives? While Swidler (1986) 
wrote about the use of cultural tools in an abstract sense, we know little about how the process of 
parsing through discrete sets of tools and repertoires operates concretely in everyday situations. 
To explore the ways in which second-generation parents arbitrate such conflicts, I focus on three 
distinctive examples: interactions with pet dogs, Halloween, and encounters with Hindu culture. 
I demonstrate that rather than resort to the ritualism of their immigrant parents and peers, highly 
religious second-generation Muslim American parents intentionally employed religious 
justifications to make cultural decisions in their households based on their interpretations of 
“pure Islam.”     
 
Interactions with Pet Dogs  
A traditionally immigrant Muslim cultural repertoire that respondents said constituted 
cultural baggage and thus warranted careful scrutiny was a ritual aversion to dogs. In many 
interpretations of Islam, the saliva of dogs is considered ritually unclean and therefore many 
immigrant Muslims avoid contact with the animals entirely (Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2004). 
On the other hand, American norms dictate that one must be at least accepting of the presence of 
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pet dogs. Interacting with dogs became a common arena in which immigrant Muslims' cultural 
tools competed with those of their American-born counterparts. Members of the second 
generation considered both types of dog-related cultural repertoires (having both an aversion to 
and an appreciation of dogs) in the context of their interpretation of pure Islam. After deciding 
which repertoire fit best, they then parented with this cultural approach in mind.  
Ali talked through his logic of raising children in a society that appreciates dogs. He first 
explained his perception of American culture surrounding the pets:  
If someone that came from another hemisphere said, “tell me about Americans,” one of 
the first things I would tell them is you have to understand Americans love dogs. Do not 
disparage a dog or you have made an enemy. And that’s just how it is. It’s like 




Ali then contrasted the American perspective on dogs with that which he saw as 
commonly held by traditional immigrant Muslims: 
It’s not that there’s anything in the religion against dogs. There is a saying that basically, 
if you sleep with a dog, you’ll wake up with fleas. Stuff like, okay you have to wash this 
many times [if coming into contact with a dog]. But by tradition, Muslims don’t keep 
dogs inside their houses.  
 
 
After explaining these competing notions, Ali gave his own perspective on the matter. 
While his family did not keep a dog as a pet, he declared, “My kids love dogs. In my 
neighborhood, we have a dog on this side, this side, and across from our house. So I let my kids 
have fun, it’s a win-win.” Ali’s decision matched the approach common among many of the 
families in this study: they did not keep pet dogs themselves but did not teach their children to 
stay away from them. 
Only one family in the current study had a pet dog. Lynn, a Catholic woman of Italian 
descent and her husband Dawoud, an Arab Muslim, raised their two boys Muslim and had a 12-
  
 95 
pound Shih Tzu named Ruby. As I interviewed Lynn in her upscale home, Ruby, donning a 
ponytail held up by a blue scrunchie, sat beside my feet. Lynn described how she advocated for 
the pet: “My husband, he wasn’t against it, but he wasn’t like all for it. Now, he adores her and 
he says that even if we divorce, he will always have a dog in his life!” She spoke of her 
astonishment regarding Dawoud’s cultural shift on dogs: “It was the biggest transformation. I 
never would have expected that in my husband. He just adores her. And since then, she sleeps 
with him every night.”  
Members of the second generation said that unlike their immigrant parents, they 
understood the social consequences of not acquiring cultural tools concerning dogs. But at the 
same time, acquiring and using these tools required special accommodations to make the practice 
halal and thus uphold their understanding of pure Islam. Lynn spoke with pride about being “so 
many [Muslim] kids’ first introduction to dogs,” but she also noted the challenges that these 
encounters brought: 
A lot of times when kids come over, they’re afraid of being licked. So, I’ll give them 
rubber gloves. And they’re just fascinated! They just want to stay, they want to play, they 
want to give her treats. And other ones will be skittish. 
 
 
Lynn recounted that one Muslim child from the neighborhood was so skittish the first 
time he saw Ruby that he fled her yard, collided with a tree, and knocked a tooth loose. As Lynn 
told this story, her two sons howled with laughter. She scolded them for laughing at the child’s 
expense.  
As this and other respondents’ recollections of trepidation toward dogs indicate, social 
consequences including ridicule and derision sometimes occurred when one did not acquire this 
particular tool. In addition to rubber gloves, other materials to allow for halal interactions with 
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dogs were kept at the ready. Lynn’s neighbor, also a Muslim, kept a pile of sand in his yard 
specifically for the purposes of ritual cleaning after Muslim children interacted with Ruby. 9  
Overall, Lynn described American-born Muslim parents as being grateful for the 
opportunity to introduce their children to dogs in a safe Muslim space. Even though Ali’s family 
did not keep a dog and Lynn’s family did, it appeared that both households saw the value in their 
children acquiring the cultural tools necessary to interact with dogs and by proxy, their owners, 




Another example of cultural baggage that respondents said warranted scrutiny was the 
unconscious ritual rejection of some American holidays, particularly Halloween. Respondents 
said their immigrant parents typically rejected Halloween altogether, writing it off as devil 
worship. Aliya recalled how important Halloween was to her classmates in her public school 
growing up, something that worried her immigrant parents. With frustration in her voice, she 
explained how some of her sons’ classmates at Salaam School were the children of immigrant 
parents being raised to reject the quintessentially American autumn holiday, resulting in cultural 
conflict in her home: 
It’s funny because I grew up with Halloween because I grew up in the public school. So 
it’s just not a big deal for me. But then, when the kids were at Salaam School, it’s like 
they heard it all the time, “Oh my gosh, it’s haram, it’s the devil…” Like, they would 
come home, and I’d be putting up the decorations, they would say “Mom, this is haram, 
this is haram…” They would talk about Shaytan a lot. 
 
 
9 These beliefs are influenced by Islamic scholarship, which argues that after one comes into 
contact with dog saliva, it is obligatory to wash seven times, one of which should be with soil.  
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Bilal, a man of Arab descent (and Samara’s husband), recalled something similar, “I 
remember my mom saying, ‘if you do that [trick-or-treating], you’re gonna go to fire!” While 
Samara and Bilal said that their household, unlike Aliya’s, chose not to celebrate Halloween, 
they explained how this decision was the result of careful analysis of religious texts and 
perspectives about whether this cultural practice aligned with their conception of pure Islam. 
Thus their household was also unlike that of Bilal’s parents’, who he said made decisions about 
Halloween without such consideration. At face value, Samara and Bilal’s decision to not 
celebrate Halloween mirrored that of Bilal’s parents, and thus may be assumed to be part of 
immigrant ritualism. Yet their narrative on coming to this decision suggests that it was a 
conscious strategy of action rather than one that emerged from unconscious tradition. As Samara 
explained: 
We don’t celebrate Halloween. We don’t trick-or-treat and it’s because we’re Muslim 
that we choose not to do that. But not only do other people—even other Muslims—trick-
or-treat. You know, a lot of Muslims trick-or-treat! We’re choosing to abstain from 
participating in this holiday because we don’t feel like it’s in line with the values of how 
we’re practicing Islam. 
 
Bilal added, “We’ve had to consciously consider which certain things we are able to do, 
that aren’t wrong or blameworthy in the religious sense. We live in a pluralistic society, so we 
need to be cognizant of [American traditions].”  
There was no uniformity involving whether or not (or to what extent) respondents’ 
households celebrated Halloween. While some respondents, like Samara and Bilal, said they 
abstained from the holiday altogether, others said they vacillated between celebrating it some 
years but not others. Some respondents described making compromises. These included letting 
the children stay home and pass out candy but not go trick-or-treating themselves, taking them to 
Chuck E. Cheese instead of trick-or-treating, or even setting up “houses” fashioned from 
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cardboard boxes in their basements and letting the children go “door-to-door.” Among those who 
celebrated the holiday, some said they adored it, finding no conflict between Halloween and their 
idea of pure Islam. Other families invoked nominal distinctions to distance themselves from 
celebrating the holiday, saying that they merely observed it. Still other respondents said their 
households celebrated Halloween for “community reasons.”  
Zarina and Abdalah, Arab parents of four children ranging from ages 11 to 24, explained 
their household’s position on the holiday: 
 
Zarina: I didn’t used to get involved, honestly. Early on, I did not. But we’ve been in our 
house now for 20 years in the neighborhood, and it’s a family neighborhood, a 
subdivision, and we get a lot of trick-or-treaters. I think in that way, it’s more of a 
community thing and gifts from the neighborhood. It’s more of just being part of the 
community. 
 
Abdalah: Dressing up is cool, too. They [the children] want to dress up. 
 
Zarina: We take it as more of a community event honestly, and we get a chance to meet 
neighbors and everybody’s out. I look at it more as a community bonding type of event, 
that also allows the neighbors to kind of see that we’re just another family.  
 
Respondents considered not only the potential religious harm but also the potential social 
costs and benefits in celebrating the holiday. It appeared that while some households saw the 
value in their children acquiring and using the tools necessary to celebrate Halloween, for others, 
celebrating (or merely observing) the holiday did not seem to align with their understanding of 
pure Islam. Regardless, these decisions were not made without using pure Islam as a cultural 
filter; doing so would have unconsciously reproduced cultural baggage, as respondents said was 
the case with their first-generation parents.   
Although interviews revealed that there was little consistency regarding whether or not 
respondents’ households celebrated Halloween, the one aspect on which there was consensus 
was that it was impermissible to judge another household’s decision on the matter.  
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For respondents, sorting these cultural conflicts at the household level was complicated. 
But overall, as the examples of dogs and Halloween demonstrate, these conflicts could usually be 
accommodated as respondents were able to opt-in or opt-out as they saw fit. However, cultural 
conflicts were typically more difficult to solve when they occurred at the institutional level of the 
Islamic parochial schools. 
The Islamic parochial schools in this study were attended by first, second, and third-
generation children; thus, conflicts over the use of cultural tools between and even within 
generations were common. Conflicts emerged over whose cultural repertoires reigned supreme, 
with each group making appeals to morality. That is, each appeared to choose tools based on 
their interpretation of Islam. Parents in different generations (immigrant, second, and third) did 
not see eye-to-eye on these interpretations, so reaching a consensus on which cultural tools to use 
was difficult. In these situations, officials on behalf of the schools became arbiters in cultural 
conflicts.   
Decisions by school officials on whether or not to celebrate (or even condone) the 
holiday were quite complicated. Out of the three Islamic parochial schools, none explicitly 
encouraged or discouraged participation in Halloween and school officials with whom I spoke 
said that they instructed their teaching faculty to avoid broaching the subject altogether.  As Dan, 
a white convert to Islam who led Bristol Heights Academy’s Islamic Studies program, explained: 
“we don’t celebrate Halloween at all in school. It’s not our holiday.”  
The balance that Bristol Heights Academy seemed to have struck was hosting the 
ambiguous “Fall Festival.” The other two schools did not acknowledge this time of year with any 
specific event. While some of the second-generation households incorporated Halloween into 
their cultural repertoires and others did not, the administrators in the parochial schools knew that 
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because of their student body’s diversity in terms of immigrant generation, making a definitive 
statement on Halloween being haram or halal might exacerbate existing cultural conflicts. 
Instead, they opted for a more universalistic approach.  
Conflicts over which holidays to observe in American public schools within the context 
of growing religious pluralism are widespread, especially with a growing Muslim population 
(Foner and Alba 2019). However, findings from the current study suggest that battles over which 
holidays to observe exist even within schools attended by the same religious group.  
 
Encounters with Hindu Culture 
Conflicts regarding cultural baggage at the institutional level were not limited to 
holidays. Fatima, a South Asian woman who was troop leader for Rising Star Academy’s Girl 
Scouts, recounted “a difference of opinion” among troop parents that occurred over the cultural 
meaning of one of the group’s planned activities. Fatima described how her troop was working 
toward a fitness badge, so she planned a BollyFit class, which she described as “an exercise kind 
of class that uses Indian music, like Bollywood.”  
Fatima said she enlisted a BollyFit instructor who was going to teach the girls a 
choreographed routine in the school’s gymnasium. However, before the event occurred, an 
incendiary e-mail exchange took place between some parents who challenged the 
appropriateness of the activity and other parents who were in support of it. With resignation in 
her voice, she speculated on the issues that some parents had with the activity, “I don’t know if it 
was more the music aspect or that it’s associated with Hinduism. So we ended up not doing it. 
We ended up doing a fitness-aerobics choreographed thing but without the Bollywood.”  
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Because some Indian and Pakistani Muslims associate Bollywood with Hindu culture 
(Khatun 2018), some parents may have negatively interpreted the cinematic artform as they 
believed it hindered their ethos of being good Indian or Pakistani Muslims. Likewise, many 
Muslims believe listening to music is haram, a conflict that has been shown to emerge between 
first and second-generation Muslim Americans. Either way, differences in the interpretation of 
pure Islam and thus cultural baggage was at the root of this conflict.   
Fatima said a similar issue among troop parents emerged over yoga, a cultural tool which 
she saw as being incorporated into one’s repertoire differently based on religious interpretation. 
Fatima explained that from the American standpoint yoga is a wellness activity geared toward 
“self-meditation” with very little overt religious undertones. She opined that for immigrants, 
however, particularly those from India, “Yoga is like Hindu prayer, essentially. Coming from 
India, they think that yoga is prayer and if you do that you are not praying to their god.” This 
association of Hindu nationalism and yoga as “cultural nationalism” has led to some Muslims to 
question its appropriateness in their religious communities (Gautam and Droogan 2018). Such 
viewpoints were deemed cultural baggage by second generation respondents.   
Fatima framed these conflicts over Bollywood and yoga as falling along generational 
lines, primarily between the first and second. Fatima, whose personal beliefs on these matters 
appeared more closely aligned with the second generation’s, ultimately acquiesced to the 
concerns of the first generation. She described these conflicts as being “really frustrating” but 
conceded that despite all the handwringing among the parents, “the girls still had fun” doing 
alternative activities. Whether Fatima intended to or not, her role as troop leader required that 
she become a cultural and moral authority by weighing in on these complex issues. She said that 
the decisions on Bollywood and yoga were not necessarily in line with what she and her husband 
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would have chosen for their own household. Because parochial schools were a culturally mixed 
institutional setting, even seemingly trivial activities sometimes became embroiled in conflict 
over students’ adoption of particular cultural repertoires. 
Overall, school and activity leaders like Dan and Fatima, appeared to recognize their 
powerful position as arbiters in these culturally unsettled institutions and sought to make the 
most balanced cultural decisions possible. When I asked Dan about the logic behind his 
decisions, he said: 
I think that’s the challenge, with Muslims in general. God said we must find the middle 
path. It’s hard work to be balanced. Not to get too philosophical, but if I ask you to 
balance a rod on your fingers, you have to keep working at it. But if it’s like, let it fall to 
one side, it doesn’t take any work. So, to me, I don’t see that as like, when is this going to 
end? Part of being Muslim-American is constantly [finding the balance]. 
 
It appeared that taking a “middle path” meant that school officials and activity leaders needed to 
consciously appraise many, if not virtually every cultural tradition, both immigrant and 
American, in finding universal cultural repertoires that did not challenge the different 
interpretations of pure Islam.  
 
Conclusions 
This chapter has demonstrated how and why highly religious second-generation Muslim 
American parents in this study intentionally employed religious justifications to arbitrate 
conflicts between American and immigrant culture. To do so, respondents relied on a distinctive 
interpretation of Islam, termed pure Islam, which revolved around three ideal tenets: 
universalism, intentionality, and balance. If and when immigrant cultural tools that members of 
the second generation inherited from their parents did not comport to pure Islam, they were 
deemed cultural baggage and jettisoned from their family’s toolkits.  
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While cultural negotiations were relatively easy to resolve on the household level, as 
parents could choose to opt in or out to suit their interpretation of Islam, negotiating cultural 
conflicts at the parochial school level proved more challenging. Because families of many 
generations and interpretations of Islam had to be appeased, I found that school and activity 
leaders tried to take a middle path with culture. This method appeared congruent with many 
parents’ interpretation of pure Islam as being universal.  
The examples of interactions with pet dogs, Halloween, and encounters with Hindu 
culture provide a window into how some second-generation families fit American cultural 
expectations and pure Islam together. The following chapter will explore how parents prepare 
their children for even greater cultural and moral challenges when they graduate from parochial 





The Sacred Canopy 
 
“Every society that continues in time faces the problem of transmitting its objectivated meanings 
from one generation to the next.”  
-Peter Berger (1967:15) 
 
 Yasemin was the director of Rising Star Academy. She was promoted to this position 
after nearly two decades of tireless work, first as a teacher and later as the principal. Members of 
the Rising Star community continuously praised Yasemin’s vision for the school and insisted 
that to truly understand its mission I must hear from her. When we met in the fall of 2017, I felt 
like she had carved a space just for me. Her office was cozy, adorned with pillows and blankets. 
Beside her desk was a giant map of the world with a special pin of the Kaaba in Mecca. The sun 
peeked through the curtains behind her. She was wearing a beautiful silk headscarf with a second 
large and fuzzy gray scarf around her neck and her signature tailored extra-wide pants. She 
greeted me warmly with a soft voice and a serene smile. I immediately felt comfortable. 
I found my list of questions to be almost irrelevant, as our conversation easily flowed 
from one topic I was interested in to another. When I asked Yasemin to tell me about what she 
hoped her students would take away from their time at Rising Star, she explained it was not 
simply for children to meet measurable goals in reciting prayers and teaching rituals. Rather, her 
aim was for students to get to “know God” so that they could live a life of spiritual service to 
their wider community: 
 
The concepts that we focus on in the culture in the curriculum of the school are universal. 
They are meant to transcend age and time and space. We're not here just to teach the 
academics. The academics are a means to a greater understanding. What are those greater 
understandings? That's why this is the place whether you’re a family, a board member, a 




So, first we acknowledge that we, as human beings, are limited. Our knowledge is 
limited. The understanding I've come to, I didn't have when I was 5 or 10, or 20, or 25, 
you know? You start to get a hint of it and then you start to see, see more of it in terms of 
vision and imagery and then you start to experience it and then you can stand witness to 
it. This is what understanding is. It’s not like a lightbulb going off. It's a life-long process.  
 
There are two responsibilities in this life: First, your personal and private relationship 
with God and worship of Him. So that’s one. And then there is your responsibility of 
living with other people. Human beings, being the best of His creation, is the primary 
concern here. So, in time, we will answer to these two realities. How do we serve God? 
And then, how do we serve the best of His creation, other people? 
 
So, all your knowledge of the ritualistic aspects of prayer and recitation and history is to 
no avail if it doesn't transform and transfer into the care you give people outside of this 
place. So, at the end of the day, Rising Star is all about knowing God because if you 
know that, then you put sweat equity into caring for the best of God's creation, in the 
career you choose, in the family you establish, in the legacy you leave behind through 
your children and your good works.  
 
I want them to be strong in their identity. I want our students to recognize that they are 
charged with the responsibility for care and compassion. They go to this school to gain 
intelligence and wisdom so that they can serve. They serve their parents and their 
community.  
 
As I left Yasemin’s office at the conclusion of our interview and stepped out into the 
hallway, it took several moments for my eyes to adjust to the sun’s bright reflection on the shiny 
linoleum floor. I walked away from our 90-minute conversation with an understanding that 
enrolling one’s child in a parochial school like Rising Star can be part of a long-term vision that 
extends well beyond the elementary and middle school academic training the institutions 
provide. Instead, I learned that the schools aimed to provide a foundation for a life-long pursuit 
of spiritual growth and service. According to Yasemin, the school’s goal is not just to bring 
students into the world of God temporarily but for them to leave the school with God in their 
hearts—something that should stay with them long after they graduate. In so doing, the school 




The Sacred Canopy 
 
According to Peter Berger (1967:22), a shared understanding of our social world (or a 
“socially established nomos”) is necessary to shield against the terrifying prospect of living in a 
society without meaning. While the world at large is full of dangerous and distressing chaos 
created by individuals whose beliefs are unlike our own, shared systems of belief with like-
minded others act as a protective sacred canopy. A homogenous society is said to produce a 
stable knowledge of the world that provides a sacred canopy whereas a heterogeneous society 
produces competing world views that threaten to tear the fabric of the canopy apart.  
Religions depend upon the presence of “plausibility structures” within which the reality 
of those beliefs are taken for granted and within which successive generations of individuals are 
socialized in such a way that their religion will be real to them; Berger identified plausibility 
structures as the basis of social reality (Berger 1967:45–7; Berger and Luckman 1966:166–82). 
Plausibility structures “are especially important when alternative definitions of reality and 
identity are available within subgroups or, more radically, when individuals ‘alternate’ from one 
universe of meaning to another, as happens when they convert, come out of the closet, become 
political activists or experience ‘culture shock’” (Gorski and Guhin 2017). In other words, the 
plausibility of a given religion to individuals who adopt its beliefs and practices corresponds to 
their in-groups and out-groups—the people with whom one shares a nomos.  
While Berger argued that increasing religious diversity would plunge Western societies 
into anomie10 and widespread secularization, this prediction failed to materialize, a point 
 
10 Berger defines anomie as the “radical separation from the social world” by which he means the 
loss of “emotionally satisfying ties” to it, one’s “orientation to it,” or in extreme cases one’s 
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conceded by Berger himself (Berger 1999).11 In contrast, Finke and Stark (1988) made the 
opposite prediction: that religious diversity would yield higher levels of religious vitality. 
Considering this discrepancy, Gorski and Guhin (2017) argued that while endogenous pluralism 
(competing value systems that arise from within a society) may indeed weaken or fragilize 
plausibility structures, exogenous pluralism (competing value systems which arise as a result of 
globalization or international migration) often lead to a deepening, sharpening, and hardening of 
beliefs. The authors cited immigrant religiosity as a key example of such exogenous pluralism. 
But how do the descendants of immigrants, such as second-generation Muslim Americans, who 
have attained both legal and cultural citizenship in a given society and are therefore endogenous 
members of American society, maintain their minority religions throughout the generations?   
 
Turning Constraints into Opportunities 
 The Salaam School, Bristol Heights Academy, and Rising Star Academy, the three 
parochial schools included in this study, each share a distinctive feature in that instruction ends at 
8th grade. Only one Islamic school in the Metropolitan Detroit area serves high school students. 
This school is located in inner-city Detroit, far from the outer-ring suburbs in which these 
families lived, and parents from my study did not consider sending their children to continue 
their education at this school. Without an Islamic high school option, in contrast to Catholic and 
 
entire “sense of reality and identity” (Berger 1967:34–35). 
 
11 In the decades after Berger’s initial writings on secularization, he came to argue that the world 
had not been completely secularized. Despite his own earlier predictions in the 1950s and 1960s, 
he ultimately came to argue that the world is as religious as ever, and in some ways, is more so 
now than before, noting that “secularization on the societal level is not necessarily linked to 
secularization on the level of individual consciousness” (Berger 1999:3). For a helpful discussion 
on Berger’s evolving views of secularization over his career, see Reaves (2012). 
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Jewish day schools which typically provide education through high school, the Islamic schools’ 
students must leave the Islamic school environment just as they reach their teenage years. At first 
glance, this constraint seemed problematic considering that adolescence is often marked by 
higher levels of engaging in risk-taking behaviors (Cai et al. 2018), including first romances, 
sexual activity, experimentation with drugs and alcohol, and other morally questionable 
activities.  
Instead of perceiving the lack of Islamic high schools as a problem to overcome, parents 
said that they relished the opportunity to enroll their children in mainstream educational 
institutions. Why would parents choose to enroll their children in relatively expensive parochial 
schools only for this religious environment to disappear right as pupils enter such a crucial stage 
of their development? Furthermore, given that parents have specific identities (Muslim and 
American) and cultural repertoires (those that comport to pure Islam) they want to pass on to 
their third-generation children, how do they try to make these permanent even after the children 
leave the Islamic school?  
Muslim parents created a sacred canopy—what they called a “bubble”—in religiously-
homogenous spaces such as their mosques, homes, and Islamic schools in which their children 
can take for granted their minority religious identity. Yet, second-generation parents described 
how the Muslim bubble could not, should not, and would not last forever, so while their children 
attended Islamic school, they began exposing them to outside influences, albeit slowly and 
consciously—a process I call “deflating” the bubble. For instance, they enrolled their children in 
scouting troops, community soccer leagues, and volunteering activities (to foster limited 
interaction with children outside the bubble). Moreover, parents said the fact that the parochial 
schools did not extend beyond 8th grade was a strength because they saw the beginning of high 
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school as the ideal time for their children to be integrated into mainstream society. They 
reasoned it was the point at which children develop individual religious identities which they can 
then defend on their own. The preparation provided through eighth grade and subsequent 
attendance at mainstream high schools, they stated, would together slowly get their children 
ready for their college years in which they would attend secular mainstream institutions of higher 
learning and confront their minority status as adults without parental help or guidance. 
This chapter is organized so that I begin by showing how the Muslim bubble (the 
religiously homogeneous social world of the Islamic school, and informal social community in 
which the parents in my sample were involved) provided a sacred canopy in which the third 
generation were socialized and developed formative beliefs. I then show how second-generation 
parents worked equally hard to slowly and carefully deflate it before their children became more 
fully immersed in mainstream institutions and a more diverse American society. I conclude by 
exploring how this sacred canopy relates to parents’ long-term ideas of success for their children. 
 
Creating the Muslim Bubble 
 
In their Own Words: What is the Bubble? 
The Muslim bubble is a sacred canopy constituted in homogenous Muslim spaces 
(predominantly homes, mosques, and schools) in which Muslim worship, practices, and culture 
are taken for granted as normal. As children, Muslim American youth are often confined to the 
Muslim bubble and are thus shielded from the experience of being members of a religious 
minority. Interviews with second-generation parents demonstrated how this bubble was 
triangulated in Muslim spaces. For example, when I asked Nadia and Hamad, young second-
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generation parents who lived within a mile of the Salaam School and were among the school’s 
earliest graduates, about why they decided on this institution for their elementary-age children, 
they explained that their decision was based on their embeddedness in the network of the school, 
mosque, and other local families.  
Rebecca: So, I'm wondering when you enrolled your oldest at Salaam School, how did 
you decide on that school? 
 
Nadia: This is the community where we grew up. Pretty much all our friends live in this 
area, we all pray at the Muslim Center, and all my closest friends actually went to Salaam 
with me. 
 
Hamad: It's like the school building was the hub for our own community. It's not just 
school. It’s the worship space and the place where people hang out.  
 
Nadia: I went to the Saturday school and now my kids go to the school full-time there. 
Our friends are there and my kids’ friends are there. It’s where we live with our families. 
 
This segment of the interview sounds like a description of life inside a religious enclave; 
however, Salaam and its accompanying mosque are located within an affluent predominantly 
white and Christian suburb of Detroit. In Nadia and Hamad’s mind, the school constituted a 
major basis of the Muslim bubble. For other parents, the home (including one’s own and those of 
other Muslim families) were emphasized as important spaces in the Muslim bubble. For 
example, Enisa explained how she and her spouse Shafaq founded a Muslim study group with 
friends from the mosque as a way to connect her worship with the families her children 
encountered. 
Shafaq and I used to have a parenting halaqa12 that we started here at our house. We 
actually started it up when our oldest was young. The whole idea was that we wanted to 
start it up with the circle of friends that we knew that our kids would be growing up with. 
We were thinking about the whole “it takes a village to raise a child” mentality and so we 
wanted to make sure our village was on the same page as us. That was the intention 
behind it all. We have a strong philosophy of the village. That notion of parenting means 
that it's not just from us. It's all of us parents together. We’re all part of the bubble. 
 




Others emphasized the role of the mosque in creating a sense of the bubble. The mosque 
often became a central place for the socialization of young children because it was also where 
parents spent a lot of time. Mosques not only hold regular prayers but social events and 
fundraising parties. For each of these events, babysitting and day care were provided for the 
youngest children, and children of every age group were assigned specific roles. At banquets, it 
was not uncommon to see children 10 and older refilling water glasses and clearing away dirty 
plates. Teenagers were put in charge of handling collection baskets and setting up and putting 
away folding chairs and tables.  
When I interviewed parents about their activity level at the mosque, they emphasized that 
going to the mosque was not about solitary prayer. For example, Rasha fondly recalled having 
her four daughters with her while she organized committee meetings at her local mosque:  
There was a committee that I was very involved in at the mosque for a long time. And I 
would always need help. I loved bringing the girls along. Especially my oldest. She was 
always by my side to help out with anything that I need. That’s how they became 
involved at the mosque. It’s how they’ve come to see it as a space for them too.  
 
Given that their children spent more than 40 hours a week in the parochial schools, many 
parents identified the school as a key element of the Muslim bubble. As such, their choice of an 
Islamic school was not an easy matter to settle in most households. Many couples described 
agonizing over school choice, considering from a range of options that would best suit their 
children’s needs (including each of the three parochial schools in this study, other smaller 
Islamic schools and home-school cooperatives, and charter schools). To make this decision, they 
drew on their ethos of “pure Islam” (described in the previous chapter) and followed an 
intentional path as opposed to a ritual one. Even though these second-generation families might 
have in-laws on the board of a particular school or even parents who founded one, these 
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connections were not enough to compel them to enroll their children in a particular parochial 
school. Instead, the parents in this study offered narratives in which they weighed the potential 
costs and benefits of each institution. While family and kinship ties within schools were valued 
by some respondents, as with Nadia and Hamad, others said they cared more about the 
institution’s “fit” for their children. 
In describing schooling choices for their children, parents often invoked the Muslim 
bubble and their perception of how the schooling choice fit into its creation. Amira explained 
how a comprehensive Muslim bubble was not available to her as a young person but, because of 
the school, it is possible for her kids: “[When I was growing up] there was no Islamic school 
option. But for my kids, I wanted them to have access to the morals, and the close-knit, and the 
protective bubble that parochial schools are able to offer.”  Amira outlined the three attributes of 
the Muslim bubble that are important to second-generation parents of young children: its ability 
to establish a strong Muslim foundation, forge insulated (homogenous Muslim) social networks, 
and offer protection from chaos (morally troubling or contradicting messaging).  
 
Establishing a Strong Foundation 
The first step in building the bubble was to establish what parents called a “solid 
foundation” of Muslim beliefs, values, and identity. This correlates with Berger’s (1967:15) 
writings on successful socialization, wherein an individual “becomes not only one who possesses 
[religious] meanings, but one who represents them and expresses them.” The full-time Muslim 
parochial school offered an opportunity for parents to help build a strong foundation for their 
children in an environment that was harmonious with the religious teachings found in the home 
and mosque, the other two anchors of the Muslim bubble. Parents used many metaphors to 
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describe the role the school played in helping develop their children’s religion. Amira used 
Legos to make her point:  
I chose the Salaam School because of how they teach the values of our religion and just 
the basics (who God is, the prophets, the pillars, the prayer, treatment of all people and 
animals, and your relationship with the world around you). I mean those are basics that 
are like the foundation of the religion.  
 
I mean I knew that I would do my very best to raise them Muslim, but with hubby and me 
being so busy, I just wanted to make sure it’s firm. That’s what I wanted. My goal in 
putting them there is to strengthen who they are as Muslims.  
 
Like imagine a set of Legos. You can kind of loosely build Legos into a tower, but until 
you actually press on each of the pieces and snap them together, that’s when they become 
a solid tower.   
 
Amira saw Salaam School as a place that helped connect all the pieces of Islam together in an 
interlocking and reinforcing way.  
More commonly, parents used the analogy of a house to make their point of building a 
strong Islamic foundation. In the following exchange, Amer, a general contractor, explained it 
succinctly while drawing on his professional experience. 
Amer: At the end of the day, that core [religious] base, if it’s not there you get into 
trouble down the road. Some of my friends I went to high school with, they didn’t have 
that base. And they strayed. Some were able to come back onto the right path, and some 
weren’t. And the ones who weren’t able to, that got completely lost, are the ones that had 
no base, no foundation at all. 
 
Rebecca: When you say “completely lost,” what do you mean by that? 
 
Amer: Meaning that, for example, if you build a home and you have a good foundation, 
your home will last for a long time. Yeah, a storm will hit it. Maybe even a hurricane 
may hit it. But it can withstand it and come back to life. If someone’s house don’t have a 
good foundation, if it was just like on a concrete slab or whatever, when the hurricane 
comes through there, it’s gone. 
 
From Amer’s perspective, if the religious foundation is not reinforced while Muslim children are 
young, future troubles may compromise their morality. He enrolls his children in the parochial 
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school environment so that his children not only possess religious knowledge but are also able to 
embody those teachings and express them openly.  
Zarina and Abdalah, parents of four, considered many routes for reinforcing a strong 
Muslim foundation. Their eldest began in public school before transferring to a charter school 
and finally to Rising Star for middle school. By the time their youngest was ready to start 
Kindergarten, they enrolled him at Rising Star and said they intended to keep him there through 
8th grade. Reflecting on their past enrollment decisions, Zarina spoke of feelings of regret: 
“We’ve done charter school, we’ve done public school, and now we’re doing both with our 
daughter in high school now. Every child is different in terms of what system works best but it’s 
a learning curve too. If I had to do it all over again, I would most definitely stick with the Islamic 
school from the beginning to end. Oh, sure. If I could do it all over again.” 
When I enquired as to why she felt this way, Zarina echoed Amer’s argument that timing 
is critical to setting a strong Islamic foundation—they both reasoned that the earlier the 
foundation is set, the better that long-term success will be:  
I think it’s critical for them to have that faith embedded early on and not to be competing 
with other different religions or cultures—there’s so many challenges and so many 
lifestyle choices that are against what we believe in. It’s hard, when you grow up and you 
are always the one who can’t do what’s acceptable by everybody else, it’s a struggle.  
 
And I feel like if you can instill early on, from all different directions, that this is what we 
believe in, this is why, you can build a good foundation. Versus me, as a parent, having to 
struggle to explain what is happening in [public] school all day. Do you know what I 
mean? It’s really hard. We’ve learned that the hard way in some experiences. I’m hopeful 
with my youngest that there’s some of these—that he will have at least a good 
foundation. I’ve done everything that I can to build a strong foundation and belief. 
 
Yet as Sayed cautioned, the Islamic school can only reinforce the religious foundation if 
parents have put the effort into building it to begin with:  
My whole thing with Islamic schools is, you know, the Islamic school cannot raise your 
kids for you. It all starts at home. That's the key that a lot of parents don't accept or kind 
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of take hold of because they're not going to raise your children, they're going to teach the 
basics, the religion, teach them math, science, and everything but it all starts at home. If 
you're not a good person, you're lying, yelling in the house, not modeling those Islamic 
values… that's where it all starts.  
 
The philosophy that the school curriculum and home teachings must be compatible and not 
contradictory mirrored Yasemin’s enrollment philosophy for Rising Star Academy. In other 
words, the parochial school acts as a plausibility structure for reinforcing the religious 
foundation, but it cannot build it from scratch.  
 
Forging Insulated Social Networks 
 When children are very young, they are unlikely to have many friends outside the home. 
But as they begin school, their social group widens (Coleman 1992). In terms of building a 
strong religious foundation, parents believed that their child’s social networks should stay within 
the Muslim bubble—at least while they were very young.  
 For Amira, the creation of an insulated friend group was one of the top reasons why she 
was in favor of enrolling her oldest in a parochial school: “My husband and I had this debate 
back and forth, which school should we choose? And I was like, ‘I like the tight-knit-ness at 
Rising Star.’ I told him we knew that everybody’s morals were, give or take, on a similar 
wavelength. I don’t know what the wavelength is going to be at other schools.” That is, the 
Muslim identity that was complementary to what Amira and her husband were trying to achieve 
in their home could be assumed to be promoted in their son’s classmates’ homes too.   
 Mohammad also outlined his preference for a homogenous friend group for his sons 
while they were young: “We believe really that the peer group would be critical to our kids’ 
values and eventual outlook on life. And because of that we really felt strongly that going to an 
Islamic school, Rising Star, would be important in that regard.” I pressed one mother, Enisa, on 
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how she knew the choice to keep her children’s friend group insulated was successful. She 
explained in a matter-of-fact tone that it was easy for her to see when her fifth-grade son’s 
friends were influencing his behavior when he learned things that she did not teach in her home: 
Even just judging by their friends those that are his classmates in school, they're solid. 
They have a good foundation. You can gauge that because they get that in school, they 
are with these people for eight hours a day, five days a week, so if there is something that 
sticks out that he does and I know that’s not from him I’m like who taught you that? I 
need to know, who does this, whether it’s a crazy hairstyle whatever, where are you 
getting this from? 
 
So, we know where to look into but for the most part it's been positive influences at 
school that have contributed a lot to their overall, at least I can say for my son because 
he’s at that age to have that impact. 
 
Parents identified peer groups as a powerful influence on their impressionable children. They 
hoped that by keeping their kids enrolled in Muslim schools—and thus within the Muslim 
bubble—they could influence their child’s religious practice. For example, Neda’s daughter was 
enrolled at Bristol Heights’ middle school and showed interest in covering her hair. Neda said 
she believed that being around friends who decided to wear hijab at the same time served as 
positive role models who made her comfortable in accepting this very serious moral obligation. 
Without a homogenous Muslim friend group, such a decision might be difficult as a girl who 
chooses to cover might risk becoming an outcast or pariah.  
 While keeping children’s friend groups within an insulated social network stopped 
children from feeling alienated on the basis of their faith, it sometimes posed challenges, 
particularly with respect to the relatively small student body at the parochial school. Rasha 
decided to pull one of her daughters out of the parochial school and enroll her in the local public 
school after her daughter had a falling out with some classmates. In reflecting back on this 




It’s so different in the public school. The level of discipline and the classroom 
environment. I mean, if you have a class of 11 kids, it’s going to be a lot different than a 
class of 35 kids. I like the idea of the more individual attention. But there’s drawbacks of 
that environment. Fewer kids is great, but then for your social relationships, you have 
fewer options. If something doesn’t work out it’s like ‘oh we really only have eight girls 
to be friends with and that’s it?’ That was a live and learn experience. We had to move on 
from it.  
 
 
Protection from Chaos 
Berger argued that to assist members of a group in maintaining their nomos, they must 
keep the ever-present chaos of competing worldviews at bay (Berger 1967:38). According to 
second-generation parents, they created the Muslim bubble to shield children from the pressure 
of living in a society that does not share their religious beliefs. Like Berger, they reasoned, that 
being exposed to conflicting religious norms could be confusing or even harmful for children’s 
development as Muslims. While reinforcing a strong foundation and maintaining insulated social 
networks help explain how the Muslim bubble is constituted, legitimated, and strengthened, it is 
also important to emphasize how creating a bubble can protect children from a larger society in 
which Islam is a minority and often misunderstood religion. 
One mother, Hala, indicated her fears about challenges to her children’s beliefs when she 
justified her decision to enroll her children in the parochial school: “I think overall because of 
where in general society is headed in this day and age, the more educated people are the more 
atheism there is. And that’s okay. I just feel like at a young age if you at least ingrain the 
presence of God in your kids, hopefully they'll find their way in the world without losing their 
faith.” For Hala, the competing religious philosophies between Muslims and atheists in 
mainstream American society instilled a sense of fear that her children might be susceptible to 
losing their “way” or their faith.  
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Parents’ anxieties about their children’s moral strength were consistent themes 
throughout my interviews with them. Ayesha, a child psychiatrist, tried to shield her children 
from her anxieties about their facing competing value systems: “I don’t want to project my own 
anxiety on them too much. They are sheltered and protected because they are in an Islamic 
school. They don’t have to worry about it as much.” 
But what are parents protecting their children from? Some parents were worried about 
bullying and alienation on the basis of their faith outside of the Muslim bubble. In hushed tones, 
parents shared horror stories from their own childhoods about being taunted with pork products 
or being called hurtful names (like “terrorist” or “raghead”). Aliya explained her fears about anti-
Muslim bullying in public schools and how they strengthened her decision to enroll her two 
children in the parochial schools:  
They are protected, in terms of being in an Islamic school where everybody’s Muslim. 
And it would be different I think if it was in a public school. I know one of my friends, 
her kid is in the public middle school, and her daughter doesn’t look Muslim, she’s like 
blonde hair, blue eyes, she’s white. And one kid said to her, “These damn Muslims,” or 
whatever. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t speak up because she didn’t want to admit 
that she’s Muslim. This was at a public school.  
 
I’m grateful my kids are not in that situation. I know they’re in a bubble. I know that 
they’ll have to get out of it by high school but for now, they are protected.  
 
For some respondents, the political climate surrounding the Trump presidency was 
something to protect their children from. Enisa recalled a chilling memory from the morning of 
President Trump’s inauguration. She said when she went to her first-grader’s room to wake her 
for school, her child asked if their family was going to be “kicked out of the country.” While 
Enisa reassured her that would not happen as they were all US citizens through birthright, she 
identified that as a salient moment when she realized the benefits of the sacred canopy provided 
by the parochial school: “I remember after we told them everything was going to be okay, they 
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went to school. As they walked in the doors I was like ‘thank God our kids are in an Islamic 
school, in the bubble.’ Because for the first time I felt really, really, really grateful and like 
secure that they were in that school not having to deal with what was happening in public 
school.”  
Other parents worried about negative cultural influences. Arwa was hesitant to enroll her 
children in the Islamic school because she feared it would be too insulated and she expressed a 
preference for the public school. Her husband convinced her the Islamic school was the best 
decision, at least while their kids are young, because it would protect them from learning 
behaviors, including dating and sexual experimentation, promoted by popular culture that were 
likely found among other children in public schools. Arwa walked me through his logic while 
also noting their children would be in public school eventually:  
My husband felt the environment is better, since we are pretty much sure that there’s no 
drugs at Rising Star. He didn’t want them to be exposed to, at this young age, any type of 
pop culture. In terms of dating, kissing, drinking—we know they eventually will be 
exposed but he said at this young age he didn’t want them to be exposed to it. And 
eventually, they’ll probably go to public school, so it’s not like it’s forever. He just 
thought, at a young age, he thought it’s more important to protect them. When they’re 
mature enough they can understand what’s right and wrong. 
 
Here, Arwa acknowledged her belief that the Muslim bubble could not and should not last 
forever. How and when to begin deflating the bubble was a matter of deep concern to the parents 
in this study.  
 
 
Deflating the Muslim Bubble 
 
 After working diligently to construct a Muslim bubble, I found that second-generation 
parents worked just as carefully to slowly and intentionally deflate it. The deflation process 
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included bringing religious outsiders (such as non-Muslim teachers) into the Muslim bubble, 
going on brief field trips and excursions, expanding social networks beyond the faith group, and 
ultimately enrolling children in non-Muslim schools. Parents emphasized the importance of 
timing with each step. They feared waiting too long would lead their children to struggle in 
incorporating themselves into the fabric of multicultural American society and they feared doing 
it too quickly would lead to anomie, or a “radical separation” (Berger 1967) from their entire 
sense of identity. 
 
From the Safety of the Islamic School 
While the Muslim bubble generally provided a plausibility structure for Islam to thrive 
and become taken for granted in the lives of third-generation children, interviews revealed that it 
was not entirely closed-off from non-Muslim life. In fact, the bubble often began to deflate even 
from within the safety of the parochial school. One way the deflation process occurred was 
through exposure to non-Muslim teaching staff and faculty. All three of the schools hired 
teachers from outside of the religion; at BHA for example, approximately half of the elementary 
school teachers were not Muslim.  
When I asked parents to reflect on the fact that their child was likely to encounter 
instructional staff from outside their own faith within the parochial school environment, nearly 
all said they found it to be beneficial to their children. Aliya reasoned, “even though, I do want 
my kids exposed to Arabic, Quran, Islamic studies, and Arabic teachers, I still want them to have 
that non-Islam interaction.” 
Neda explained her appreciation for the non-Muslim teaching staff at BHA this way: 
 
The teachers that aren’t Muslim come in to BHA knowing that they are coming to an 
Islamic school. So, they have to be open and they are in general very, very nice. My 
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daughter’s teacher says “asalaam-alaykum” every time students walk in the door and you 
know what's nice actually about this is that they are such good examples to these kids.  
 
They [the students] know that not all their teachers are Muslim and they don’t have to 
hide that. One of the teachers is very open—she is a churchgoer. She talks to the kids 
about that and it is a nice exposure for these kids.  
 
Like Neda, many parents said having non-Muslim teachers would prepare their children for 
future encounters with people outside their religion—a skill many parents wanted their children 
to hone from within the safety of the bubble. My conversation with Rashida and Kareem showed 
how they not only wanted to expose their children to the religious diversity of the wider society, 
but to also foster respect and appreciation for it. 
Rashida: Yes, they do understand that there are people who are not Muslim. They 
understand that at Christmastime, even if it’s not one we celebrate, it’s a beautiful 
holiday. They know that a church is where Christians go to pray and that we go to a 
mosque. So, they do recognize that there are other religions.   
 
Kareem: The school is very diverse in terms of the staff and the teachers. So, that tells the 
kids that the world is not one color only. God didn’t paint the world with one color, you 
know? 
 
In addition to getting to know and respect people from outside of their faith, children enrolled in 
Islamic schools were also exposed to the wider society in limited ways through mandatory 
school assignments and field trips. For example, all three of the schools required students to 
complete a set number of volunteer hours in their wider community, with the total number of 
hours increasing with every grade. Abdalah saw volunteering as a gateway into broader society: 
Volunteering is part of the requirements at Rising Star. I think to have somebody 
volunteer, it helps so they don’t feel like they’re just isolated within the Muslim 
community. I think that they need to be open to communities in general, that’s important 
too.  
 
We live in a multicultural society and we’re a minority. So, you have to be open to the 
general public. We wanted our kids to have that exposure, especially our youngest 




Amer also praised Rising Star’s ability to expose students to the outside society when he said 
“Rising Star is pretty good about it. They keep their kids active. They take them to places. Like 
we went to Cedar Point and volunteering at the soup kitchen. They get them out here, they 
assimilate them. They don’t just shelter them.” Many interviews revealed that second-generation 
parents saw the school-required volunteering in the wider society as a two-for-one experience 
because they believed these activities reinforced compassion while also providing a window into 
the life experiences of those different from them.  
 Salma explained how she believed these limited moments of exposure strengthened her 
daughters’ religious dedication:  
My girls are at Salaam School and they have to wear the scarf in middle school. It’s 
mandatory. And when they have to be in other places, like on field trips or playing 
against different teams in field hockey, they wear it and they feel that unity. It shows 
them that they need to have each other’s back. They tend to kind of like come together 
and build those relationships, and I feel like you can’t get that preparation anywhere else 
but the Islamic school.  
 
Salma’s example shows how even when third-generation Muslim children are outside the 
physical space that usually comprises the Muslim bubble, the social benefits it offers can still be 
leveraged.  
 Another strategy for accomplishing the goal of strategically bringing their children 
outside the Muslim bubble was through after-school activities such as scouting. Even though the 
group meetings hosted at the parochial schools were attended only by other students, and thus 
made the activity a homogenous Muslim extension of the bubble, sometimes the troops' activities 
would bring them to locales outside of it. When I interviewed Farah, a parent and Girl Scout 
leader at Rising Star, I learned her favorite activity of the year was participating in an annual 
event called World Thinking Day. That year, her troop met with all the others from the city, 
totaling more than 100 girls. Farah walked me through the day’s activities:   
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It’s just so cool. We started out the day with the Pledge of Allegiance, and a lot of these 
Rising Star girls don’t know it because they don’t do it at school, and then the whole flag 
ceremony. It kind of familiarizes them with different aspects of Girls Scouts and it’s kind 
of like a unifying thing to show that there’s other Girl Scouts in your community that are 
doing the same thing and stuff. 
 
So then like each troop presented on a country from around the world and set up tables 
and with different themes and projects. Like we made a welcome mat and a booth. The 
scouts go around to each booth and tasted the food from that country. And they had these 
little passports and they were stamped as they went to each one.  
 
I asked what she liked best about this activity and Farah explained that it provided an excellent 
opportunity for the girls in the troop to step outside the Muslim bubble and interact with the 
other scouts in their community:  
I just like the fact that they need to interact with the other kids there. I think the girls 
really enjoyed Thinking Day too. They got a patch for that and just the whole interaction 
with the other troops. I feel that that’s so good for them. I wish we could do more 
collaborative efforts like that. That would be really nice for not only them but for the 
other kids to learn about Islam and the Muslim community. The troop mom, the one who 
planned the Thinking Day for our town, said “it was really good to get to know your 
group of girls.” She had a tea party and she invited our troop to it.     
 
Second-generation parents said they aimed to prepare their children for life outside the Muslim 
bubble while still within the safety of it. 
 
Making Non-Muslim Friends 
Parents said that while the parochial schools offered a good start in terms of slowly 
deflating the Muslim bubble, they often wanted to take this process a step further by helping 
their children forge meaningful friendships with those outside of the faith. Salma said that doing 
so set her apart from her immigrant parents’ generation: “I’m trying to do everything with my 
kids that my parents didn’t do with us. A point of inspiration is I really needed to get these girls 
connected into the mainstream world. Like, life is not just about living in a little bubble and I 
don’t want them to think we’re stuck in a bubble. We have a whole array of amazing people 
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around us and I say, ‘let’s get to know them.’” In other words, Salma saw socializing with others 
outside her family’s ethnoreligious bubble as a key aspect of assimilation.  
Likewise, even though Samara wanted her daughter to be grounded in her faith, she did 
not want her religion to keep her from social incorporation with the wider society: “I think that 
making new friends makes a helpful bridge. And again, we’re not trying to be isolationist. That’s 
not the point. We live here, we’re going to live with non-Muslims, work with non-Muslims. Like 
you need to be comfortable with that from the beginning.” For Samara, learning to be 
comfortable with those outside of the Muslim bubble is something that needs to be taught and 
ingrained from a young age.  
Many parents’ narratives reiterated the need to intentionally introduce social connections 
to people outside the Muslim bubble. When I inquired as to how they accomplished this goal, 
many used after-school community sports teams as a means of fostering broader social ties 
beyond the limited parochial school networks. Amira said she encouraged her middle-school age 
sons to play in the local sports teams as a way to prepare them for encounters with public school 
students in the year before they graduated from Rising Star: 
My boys are boys. They love sports. And so, I enrolled them in the community league 
here in town.  I put them in soccer, I put them in flag football. And so, any friends that 
they made outside of Rising Star, they made at community sports. My sons just didn’t 
know anything outside of Rising Star. So when it comes time to switch out of Rising Star, 
it’s nice they already have friends they will know at school.  
 
For Amira, sports became a way to slowly deflate the Muslim bubble that her sons had gotten so 
used to at Rising Star Academy.  
With the same logic in mind, Ayesha started her two boys in soccer at a younger age than 
Amira. She said that even though her children’s friend group is mostly Muslim, given that they 
are still enrolled in the parochial system, they have developed strong ties with a small group of 
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boys from their soccer team: “Right now, their friends are mostly Muslim, because they have 
been in school their whole life. But that’s been the nice thing about being involved in community 
activities like the city soccer league. My son has had the same group of friends from 1st through 
4th grade because they have been on the same team that long.”  
 Other sociologists have noted that many American parents encourage their children to 
become involved in sports because doing so can help build character traits such as being 
competitive, enduring, and dedicated (Friedman 2013). While some second-generation parents 
did bring these skills up, they more often emphasized other traits such as team bonding and 
meeting new people. For example, Abadallah praised his son's travel coach:  
My son gets tough love at soccer practice. His coach doesn’t just put up with that whiny 
stuff, no. They’re professionals, I mean they’re paid coaches. This is travel soccer after 
all!  
 
But I would also like to add a thing or two, I think it’s good to be involved in stuff after 
school like this. The scouting is good because he gets to see his friends from his school. 
When it comes to the soccer club, it’s the general public, I think that’s good too because 
he’s interacting with kids his own age, but not from his religious background. 
 
In this passage, Abdallah contrasts how community sports leagues have the capacity to provide 
the grounds for fostering friendships with members of the wider community unlike Islamic 
school-sponsored activities like scouting. While the former is distinctly outside the Muslim 
bubble, the latter is well within it.  
 Mohamad also noted differences between Muslim and non-Muslim sports teams when I 
asked which activities his children participated in. He was quick to acknowledge, however, how 
much more effort it takes for him to foster his children's non-Muslim friendships: 
I have a lot of college friends who have matching-age kids, we’re all pretty close. So, 
what ends up happening is that through Rising Star, our social group is very close. So all 
the activities that occur, like Boy Scouts, it’s like an extension of our social group. We’ve 




My wife knew that was a problem, we definitely wanted to diversify. So, we had the kids 
for example join soccer, the local soccer team. There is a Muslim soccer team too but we 
specifically said no we don’t want you playing that we want you playing with the city 
soccer club. We definitely worked ourselves into this corner a little bit with a very close 
group of people you’re socializing with thus we have to ask: how do we diversify that 
and expand the circle? It takes a lot of strategic planning, all right!  
 
Even though it might be easier for Mohamad and his wife Eman to rely on the Rising Star 
community as their children’s only social outlet given that it is close to their home, they have 
many friends who can pitch in with carpooling and believe it will be better for their family in the 
long run if they deflate the Muslim bubble somewhat. Doing so is preparation for the biggest 
step yet to come students enrolled in the parochial school having to leave this foundational part 
of the Muslim bubble by 9th grade.  
 
Enrollment in a New School 
Every parent I interviewed planned to send their children who were currently enrolled in 
an Islamic parochial school out of the Muslim bubble by high school. For most parents, this 
meant selecting a public high school, though some chose a private preparatory or Catholic high 
school. 
It was not just that there was no conveniently located Islamic high school available.  
Parents wanted to move their children out of the Muslim bubble, not just out of necessity but also 
because they said they wanted them to “get out into the real world.” For example, Neda put it 
this way: “eventually my kids have to get out in the real world, too. You can’t keep them 
sheltered like that forever.”  Parents felt the transition to high school was the moment when their 
children could put their Islamic school training to the test; second-generation parents expected 
their children to be ready to engage with a new set of peers without losing their Islamic 
principles. Afaf explained the transition to public high school as preparation for college life: “I 
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think because by 8th grade, my daughter has already been through 9 years of private Islamic 
school, of living in a small bubble, she should be ready. And I think it’s important that before she 
goes to college she does have that exposure, where she sees people from all walks of life as 
opposed to being stuck in that same bubble for another four years. So, I would personally prefer 
that she goes to a public high school.” 
Salma echoed this sentiment about high school being cultural preparation for college life: 
“They need to be exposed to what a public school is because that’s what college is like, that’s 
what real life is like. Like, okay, you build their identity for so long, and then it’s not like the real 
life itself.”  In other words, Salma reiterated that the Muslim bubble was not meant to last 
forever. Rather, it was meant as a safe space for Muslim children to develop confidence in their 
religion so that they might become part of America’s multicultural fabric later in life and thus 
embody tenets of Pure Islam.  
Part of the reason why preparation for college was so fundamental is because living on a 
university campus was perceived as the first time that children would be totally autonomous 
from the Muslim bubble their parents created. Without those supports, parents wondered if they 
would still be able to thrive morally. For example, Enisa explained: 
Once my son is Islamically grounded with his character and morals, then I would want 
him to be in the public school—I mean high school is where you really shape yourself, 
you’re forced to figure out your identity and whatnot. So, before I send him off to college 
where I have no reins over anything, at least I could help navigate those years and prep 
for when he is completely on his own. 
  
The idea that high school was a testing grounds for college is significant because every parent 
interviewed not only hoped their third-generation children would go to college but expected it. 
Metro-Detroit is home to many prestigious Catholic high schools which welcome Muslim 
students into their student bodies. Several parents seriously considered enrolling their children in 
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Catholic schools. Annie actually toured the facility of one of the local Catholic academies and 
she walked away impressed with its accommodations: “It was so nice there because they are very 
accommodating for Muslim kids coming in. They even give them a prayer room and halal 
provisions. I thought that was nice.” Ultimately, she and her husband decided against this school, 
preferring the public magnet high school in their community.  
Parents reported that their children’s transition to high school was a challenge because 
they struggled to choose the best schooling environment. During our interview, Mariam walked 
me through her thought process about enrollment when her eldest daughter was about to start 
ninth grade:  
Ugh, ninth grade. That was a challenge. I really couldn’t make up my mind over where to 
send her. I was looking at Country Day, Central Prep, and Lakeside Catholic. She even 
got the highest merit scholarship over at Lakeside. I really like the character-building and 
faith-based environment so much that I actually put her over there initially.  
 
But then I switched her over to public because I also felt that you need that public-school 
environment. Otherwise, you’re going to be a forever foreigner, always set apart. And 
this transition has gone really well.  It was challenging at first, but she has adapted really 
well! She’s made friends with Muslim girls, Hindu girls, Catholic, Jewish. There’s a lot 
of diversity over there, which really helps. 
 
Even though I was looking at Country Day because it’s known for its very economically 
distinguished kids, I didn’t want my kids to be in that sort of environment.  I’d much 
rather send them to a public school where they’re with all different kinds of people. 
 
 While some parents like Mariam did not feel preparatory academies where the best fit for 
their children, approximately a third of parents interviewed who had a child enter high school 
chose a private preparatory academy. The desire for second-generation parents to see their 
children become incorporated into diverse environments supported not only the boundary work 
in service to a distinctly Muslim and American identity, it was also an opportunity to allow their 
children to mature religiously. This meant that they would need to face potentially hostile 
interactions without losing their morals. Saqib, a father of four, reflected on times when he was 
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bullied in his high school—painful memories that he retold with a wince. He saw these 
experiences as part and parcel of being Muslim American and wanted his kids to have the 
strength to cope like he did. 
I started eighth grade right around the time when Iran took the hostages. I would get 
teased. I would be called Ayatollah and all of these things. Times are different now in 
some ways but not all. Muslims are still seen as different, you know? So it’s a matter of 
how to deal with it. You stand up in your boots and you don’t shy away. People will 
develop a respect for you. That’s what has shaped me and in many ways why I think that 
public school and non-parochial, non-religious schools are the way to go in the end. 
There’s going to be that inevitability that you’re going to have to get out of whatever 
oasis or bubble you’re in.  
 
Islamic Parochial schools offer protection from anti-Muslim bullying of the kind Saqib 
experienced but because they do not demographically mimic the “real world” of American 
society in which Muslims are a religious minority, parents felt the Muslim bubble needed to be 
fully deflated eventually so they could rise to meet such challenges.  
 
Timing and the Potential for Anomie 
Underscoring each interview with second-generation parents about school choice and 
their excitement to get their kids into the “real world” was a deep sense of fear. While second-
generation parents acknowledged the need to deflate the bubble, it was still quite a daunting 
endeavor. They worried endlessly about prematurely exposing their children to undue harm and 
psychological trauma from bullying, peer-pressure that could destabilize the strong Islamic 
foundation, and generalized anxiety without an immediately identifiable cause. They hoped to 
prevent or at least minimize the effects of these experiences by waiting until they felt their 
children were sufficiently strong enough to handle them.  
When I interviewed Nadia, her oldest was just about to complete elementary school and 
she described her future school choice like this: “I’m kind of veering towards public school for 
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next year. We’re giving them almost like a sheltered environment until they’re strong enough to 
deal with some of the things that children face in public middle schools.” I pressed Nadia for 
what these “things” might be, and she was unable to concretely name a fear. Samara also hinted 
at fears about her children attending public schools:  
I think middle school terrifies me and the thought of sending her to a public middle 
school is very scary. The reason why I’m not 100% sure about sending her before 
graduating middle school is because since she will have to go to a public high school 
eventually, I sometimes worry about that transition. Like if she was in Islamic school 
only up until 8th grade and then she has to make that transition suddenly. I wonder if it 
would be any easier if we started a little bit earlier but then I think about public middle 
school and I’m like… 
 
Samara’s voice became quieter and quieter as she spoke until her voice trailed off completely 
without finishing her thought—as if she was thinking of fears too terrible to even speak aloud.   
Shafaq explained the merits of being in a Muslim bubble and deflating it, pointing out 
that timing is the most difficult aspect of the process. In so doing, he outlined what he feared the 
most about life outside the bubble:  
I mean I think they’re living in a little bit of a bubble, there’s nothing wrong with bubbles 
as long as you don’t try to live your entire life in it. So, on the one hand society is all 
about fear, you’re always afraid for your kid, you’re afraid for yourself—Right now, it’s 
like watch your kids, track your kids, all this stuff because there are all these bad 
influences. Kids, TV, social media. So, I think a bubble to a certain extent is good, I think 
being in a bubble with a good cohort is something that’s important but when exactly we 
break them out of the bubble that’s the harder question. 
 
For Shafaq and many other second-generation parents, the potentially negative effects of peer 
pressure were a serious concern.  
For some parents, issues of peer pressures were not just hypothetical concerns but 
problems they faced when some of their children encountered public school culture. Noor 
recounted a time when her daughter, still in an Islamic school, was exposed to racy music videos 
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through an older sibling of a friend. Even though Noor acknowledged that her daughter would 
eventually be in public school too, she felt it was too soon to be exposed to this kind of content.  
I’m thinking my girls will go to public high school, just because I think we instilled a 
foundation in our children to be close to family, to know right and wrong. I think it will 
be okay. My daughter actually went through a situation where there was another girl in 
her class that had an older sister in the public school, and she was exposed to boys and 
kissing, like videos that—music videos that are not appropriate, that I normally don’t let 
my kids watch. My daughter was exposed through that child. And she was very 
impressionable. Whereas when they get older, I feel like they’re not as impressionable.  I 
think that they have some confidence. 
 
For this mother, the kind of popular culture common in public schools penetrated the sacred 
canopy she worked so hard to build and she feared the exposure was too soon for her daughter.  
Jaiyana and Imran also had a negative experience when the Muslim bubble was deflated 
too quickly. In their case, the issues occurred when they transitioned their oldest from the Islamic 
school into the public middle school—a decision they quickly regretted and reversed.  
 
Jaiyana: So our son was starting 8th grade at the local school and he went to cross-country 
practice, and he was just kind of—he got lost. He was running and went off the path in 
the park. And it was just not a very good experience because he felt like he couldn’t ask 
for help from others.  We got scared, and we were like “Let’s go back—he needs to be a 
little more sheltered.” 
 
Imran: Yeah, because he needed a more sheltered environment.  He ran cross-country, he 
got lost. And I was in the operating room and he called me like four times. He couldn’t 
figure out where he was at. Then called my wife and he’s crying. And it was kind of like 
a reinforcement of all our worst fears. And it was probably an overreaction as parents, but 
we just felt like he would do better in an easier transition, with a little more hand-holding.   
 
As a result of this incident, the following year they enrolled their son in a preparatory academy 
with much greater success as they worked to more slowly deflate the bubble with him. Imran and 
Jaiyana contrasted their son’s experience with that of their daughter:  
Imran: I think our middle daughter, she did better in the public environment sooner. The 
thing is, she has a pretty strong connection to her faith, but also she’s just more 
academically advanced than our boys. So, by 5th grade we were concerned that Rising 
Star wasn’t giving her enough of a challenge and that the prep school would give her 
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more of a challenge. There are advantages and disadvantages. She lost the Islamic 
socialization she would’ve gotten from 6th to 8th, but she gained the middle school 
socialization that will allow her to succeed academically.  
 
Jaiyana: At the same time, we slowed her transition a little. Like she’s still part of a 
mosque community service group. And then she tries to go to a Quranic study group like 
every Friday.   
 
For these parents, the deflation of the Muslim bubble was a process that looked different for 
every child in their household. Rasha, whose four children are in four different school 
environments for this reason, explained her logic of treating each child differently this way:  
I think I was just like looking at each child and seeing where they would fit in best. Like, 
what would work best for you? I have always been like, nothing is ever written in stone. 
We can change this easily. It’s just that when you go into these things, you have to just 
realize that it’s an experiment. We’ve got time to experiment. If something’s not going 
right, we can very easily change course on this. I want to make sure every one of my 
children can thrive and succeed socially, morally, spiritually. It’s not one-size fits all.  
 
Parents struggled to find the best fit for their children. Some families were unable to make the 
school choice changes as easily as Rasha prescribed. For example, I interviewed Zarina and 
Abdalah at a café as they recounted how their eldest child faltered in the public high school.  
“With our oldest, we had some significant challenges.” As Zarina explained her son’s 
experience, her voice became hushed: 
“I think he got—he became very social. He made poor choices because he picked social 
activities first. He wanted to prove himself to his peers more than anybody else. Which is 
normal in adolescence, I get that. But he actually learned things the hard way.  
 
I feel like if you are able to keep kids surrounded by peers that are on a similar faith path, 
they can support each other. That might have helped him to make better choices, instead 
he was kind of a lone person out and he wanted to really fit in—unfortunately, those 
choices don’t match with what we would have wanted… I just— 
 
Zarina’s eyes welled with tears. Abdalah handed her a napkin from the small pile on the 
table and added, “I mean it’s a painful thing because the school estranged him from us, 
basically.” I learned later in my conversation with them that their son, who is now a grown adult, 
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is no longer on speaking terms with his parents and suffers from substance addiction. Zarina and 
Abdalah’s painful story of estrangement from their son demonstrates what some Muslim parents 
perceive as the rejection of the norms they created for their children. Many parents in this study 
tried to intervene earlier rather than later to try to prevent the potential for such perceived anomie 
and its harmful effects on a young person’s development. Salma also related a story about 
deflating the bubble too soon with her twin daughters: 
I had actually put them in public school later in elementary school. They went to Green 
Oaks for two years and they started changing a lot. To the point where they wanted to 
dress differently. They wanted to be in tank tops and shorts like the rest of their friends, 
which is… I totally get it, they don’t want to stick out, they want to be a part of the 
group. That was okay but then they started talking about crushes and boyfriends at a 
really super early age, like 4th grade.  
 
And then there was a bullying incident that they didn’t handle so well, so then I just had 
to pull them out and put them back at Salaam. They started realizing that at Salaam, we 
didn’t have these issues. At this point I thought we should really focus on their character 
building.  
 
One strategy that parents said they employed in preventing anomie once their children were in 
the public-school environment was to supplement their time with mosque activities. This was 
seen as a way to keep their children grounded in the religious community. Wafa explained her 
experiences keeping her teenage sons involved in mosque life: 
So, my husband and I obviously made a conscious choice to pull my boys out of an 
Islamic school. They're in a public school so now we know that we have to supplement 
the things that they're not getting anymore, right? The Muslim Community Center's like 
ten minutes away so my boys have a weekly Arabic tutor there. I do Quran with them 
five days a week. They have a boy’s lecture group that they attend once a week. They go 
to Saturday school every week. It keeps them connected. 
 
Even when parents no longer kept their children within the Muslim bubble during school hours, 




Conclusions: Life Outside the Sacred Canopy 
 
Second-generation parents’ ultimate goal was to raise successful, morally grounded third-
generation Muslim Americans. Yasemin’s aim for Rising Star Academy students was for them to 
leave the school “knowing God” so they could continue their faith on their own terms and 
ultimately use their beliefs to transform their communities once outside the Muslim bubble. 
Likewise, parents said they framed success for their children in a similar way. Aliya explained 
that when she imagined her children grown up, she saw maintaining a strong sense of faith as the 
baseline for success:  
In the end, I tell myself that it’s better to be Muslim American than anything else. You 
know what I mean? Because ultimately, that’s what matters. And it’s out of my hands, 
when they grow up to be adults, they’re going to do whatever they want to do. It’s out of 
my hands at that point. I can only control so much.  
 
For now, I’m going to try to instill the foundation in them now, while I still can and help 
them realize that this is your identity, this is who you are. Before anything else, you’re 
Muslim. You’re not Syrian, you’re not Arab, you’re a Muslim. That’s what you are. And 
then, you’re American after that. So, this is what I hope that they’ll pick up on. 
 
For Rasha and Saqib, they hoped their children would maintain their identity in the face of future 
challenges to their faith: 
Rasha: I would say that I hope they wake up in the morning and they go to work or they 
go to school because I guess in 15, 20 years the youngest one might still be getting out of 
college. That they are well adjusted, that they understand the world around them. That 
they are not living either in a sense of delusion or doom.  
 
Whatever the landscape is going to look like 20 years from now, that they are able to 
understand and plug into that world. That’s basically it. If they can figure that out, 
everything else falls into place. They’ll have the ethical and religious underpinning to 
help navigate them in those good times or bad.  
 




Amira’s ideas of success for her children were more specific; She revealed that her oldest 
son, who at the time of our interview was enrolled in college, was already starting to live up to 
her definition: 
Given what my goals were for my son––that he would get through high school without a 
major lapse in his faith, no drugs, no alcohol, no boyfriend/girlfriend. I mean in this 
culture, all of that is really hard, like super-duper hard. And I want to be very vocal when 
I say all the credit goes to him sticking with his faith, and God, who has allowed him that 
path that he’s taken. From my observations so far, he’s been great. He’s been excellent.  
 
And I know now that he’s going to college, he’s going—the world’s going to open up to 
him even more. I feel like he was in a bubble at Rising Star, he was—now he’s not in a 
bubble anymore at all. Now he’s totally flown the coop and I couldn’t be prouder.  
 
Amira felt maintaining a strong Islamic identity in the face of potentially disruptive heterogenous 
American culture was a major accomplishment. Even though her son had not finished college 
yet, a typical benchmark for success among middle class American families, she was already 
proud of his spiritual success.  
Second-generation parents did not merely define success as keeping the faith throughout 
the generations but they also worked to support13 that frame by establishing the Muslim bubble. 
Even though by the time their children complete their education, the bubble has been deflated, 
the key elements which comprise it can still be leveraged. The Muslim friendships they 
developed in the parochial school did not dissolve once they moved onto mainstream educational 
environments. In fact, parents hoped that their children would maintain and nurture these 
relationships for the rest of their lives. Enisa returned to the idea of the “village” which had 
helped raise her children when they were younger: 
You know, life happens. We moved out of our old neighborhood, some of our friends 
moved out of state, and then we just got busier careers. The kids are getting older so we 
 
13 Lee and Zhou’s (2015) research showed how when minority groups frame success in ways 
distinctive from the mainstream, parents in these communities must support these frames with 
both tangible and intangible resources. 
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don’t have weekly meetings like we used to, but we can still maintain a village. I think 
that's important I think we do have a village. The kids still text and connect at ISNA 
[Islamic Society of North America], you know?  
 
 In addition to established social networks, the Islamic institutions themselves were 
tangible resources available to those who had moved on from the bubble. Their mosques and 
community centers will always be a physical source of refuge where Islam is taken for granted. 
With these tangible supports, parents expected their children to thrive. As Amira explained, “at a 
certain point, they have to be a part of the larger Michigan community, US community, world 
community. So, once you’ve cultivated a strong enough tree, it’s like ‘go, like let your branches 
fly in the wind and be a part of the whole community,’ because that is our community.” Even as 
members of the wider society, religious pluralism did not threaten to secularize the families in 
this study. Instead, parents carefully worked to socialize their children as Muslims brave enough 
to face the chaos of alternative worldviews.    
The strength and resilience that parents worked hard to build in their children became an 
important intangible resource upon which to draw, especially as the political climate in the 
United States worsened for Muslim Americans with the 2016 election of Donald Trump. Second-
generation parents expressed worries that the rising tide of anti-Muslim xenophobia might 
become so overwhelming that not even the Muslim bubble could protect their children. The next 
chapter will explore the anxieties parents suffered as a result of this growing xenophobia and 





Muslim Parenting in the Shadow of Hate 
 
 
On Friday November 11th 2016, I arrived at the Northern Suburbs Mosque at 7:45 pm. 
The major intersection on which the mosque was located was jammed for a half a mile in every 
direction. The overflow parking lot, usually only in use during major holidays, was full. I slowly 
made my way to a rear lot where I was able to squeeze my compact car into a spot sandwiched 
between two large SUVs. As I walked on the asphalt toward the front, doing my best to avoid the 
line of cars hunting for a space, I watched as cars began to park on the grass beside the road. 
Families poured into the mosque from every direction. I lined up to enter the building in a slow-
moving queue of people. Each of us was greeted by the mosque council President, Faisal. After 
exchanging our salaams, he directed me to a row of seats set aside for members of the 
community who were not Muslim. 
The seating in the auditorium was already nearly filled and I took a seat in a metal 
folding chair. I was sitting next to an Orthodox Jewish couple who said they lived nearby. Over 
three hundred of us were gathered at the mosque to attend a special event called “THE 
AMERICAN ELECTION AND THE ROAD AHEAD.” We were here to debrief as a 
community on the election of Donald Trump, to consider what it means for the Muslim 
American community and their allies and to hear from experts about how to cope. At 7:55pm, 
Faisal spoke into the microphone, asking the group to begin taking their seats. “We have many 
guests in our masjid tonight,” he gestured to our group, “and we do not want to keep them 
waiting. Let’s get started on time, right at eight o’clock.” He directed the children present to head 
into the adjacent meeting room where they would be having a discussion separate from their 
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parents. As the children sprang up from their seats, adults quickly filled them. I turned my head 
to look around the room and found the event was now standing room only.  
Faisal called for the lights to be dimmed and played a now-famous clip from CNN of Van 
Jones arguing that the election of Donald Trump was a result of growing “white lash” against 
ethnic and racial minorities. 
 
Jones: [Trump] got further than anybody said he was going to be. And he exceeded 
expectations but there is another side to this. People talk about a miracle. I am hearing 
about a nightmare. It’s apparent tonight for a lot of us, you tell your kids “don’t be a 
bully.” You tell your kids “don’t be a bigot.” You tell your kids “do your homework, be 
prepared.” And then you have this outcome and then you have people putting children to 
bed tonight and they are afraid by this. They are afraid of “how do I explain this to my 
children?” I have Muslim friends who are texting me tonight saying “should I leave the 
country?” I have families of immigrants who are terrified tonight. This is many things: 
this was a rebellion against the elites, true. This was a complete reinvention of politics 
and polls, true. But it was also something else. We talk about everything but race tonight. 
We’ve talked about income. We’ve talked about class. But we haven’t talked about race.  
 
This was a white lash. This was a white lash against a changing country, it was a white 
lash against a Black president in part, and that’s the part when the pain comes. And 
Donald Trump has a responsibility tonight to come out and reassure people that he is 
going to be the president of all the people he insulted and offended and brushed aside. 
When you say that you want to take your country back, you got a lot of people who feel 
that we’re not represented well either. But we don’t want to feel that someone has been 
elected by throwing away some of us to appeal to others. So this is a deeply painful 
moment tonight. 
 
The room burst into applause. As the lights came back on, Faisal returned to the 
microphone to thank everyone for making time for the event. Before introducing the speakers, he 
took a moment to frame the night’s topic with stories about Alexander Hamilton. He and his 
family had just seen the hit musical Hamilton in Chicago, and it was very popular among many 
members of this community:  
 
I want you to think about what Hamilton has contributed to this country and why this 
play is so significant, the most popular play in the country today. We learn from it that 
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Hamilton was the supreme double-threat among the founding fathers: at once a thinker 
and a doer. And that I believe is what we are here to do today. 
 
Hamilton was the Treasury Secretary (our economy today is based on his thinking). He 
was also a member of the Constitutional Convention, an orator, lawyer, polemicist, 
educator, foreign policy theorist, and major general in the army.  
 
He was all that and he was an immigrant from the West Indies of “an unknown shameful 
background,” as he would describe it. And if he could contribute that much to the integral 
part of the society that we are a part of, then what is it that you can do? What are you 
going to do in this country—that is your country—what are you going to do to make this 
country, your country, a better place?  
 
Three generations it takes to become president, three generations. Think about it. JFK’s 
grandfather was Irish. His father was born in this country. And John F. Kennedy was 
president. One of your children, inshallah, will be the President of this beautiful country. 
So we all need to figure out what we need to do to help and contribute to this country.  
 
Instead of dwelling only on the pain the election results wrought on the community, Faisal used 
Hamilton's example to demonstrate the agency immigrants potentially wield in the United States. 
He quickly wrapped up with a rundown of the night’s speakers, “So with that we are going to 
have the Imam start us off and then we’ll have Saqib our Professor of History, then Hani our 
political organizer, and Ayesha our psychiatrist.”   
The Imam, an immigrant from Egypt, took to the stage and began with a joke, “Someone 
posted on Facebook today ‘I feel very sorry for Egyptian Americans because they got Sisi in 
Egypt and Trump in America.’” He used hadith and Prophetic teachings to try to empower the 
audience to be more politically active in this moment and not retreat: “I’m seeing our youth 
working tirelessly, mobilizing the community, helping people to get the vote. And at the same 
time, some preach it’s haram, it’s religiously unlawful to go and vote for a woman. No. It’s time 
we listen to our youth in this community. It is time for us to really represent an alternative, as a 
community of faith, that we need to be a people of faith, moral courage and vision, and 
commitment to the best of the best of this country.” 
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The other speakers of the night offered advice from their professional perspectives. They 
historicized the election so that we could learn there is a way out if we fight. They spoke of 
mobilizing politically around the election so that more Muslims in the community felt 
empowered to vote and even run for office. And the night ended with a talk from an award-
winning child psychiatrist who discussed grieving as a community while learning how to speak 
with children about the meaning of the election in age-appropriate ways.  
This event is indicative of the broader responses by members of Metro-Detroit’s Muslim 
American community to the rise of Trump and Islamophobia––simultaneously feeling scared for 
their personal and community’s safety in the face of such hostility and empowered to combat it. 
In this chapter, I will invoke the concept of racialized political shock to explore the 2016 
election of Donald Trump and its negative impact on the Muslim families in this study, 
considering how both children and their parents navigated around it. I argue that the negative 
effects of this moment brought along a silver lining, as an opportunity structure emerged for this 
community to foster integration in mainstream society through social outreach and political 
activism.    
 
2016: The Rise of Islamophobia and its Impact on Muslim Families 
 
Since the late 19th century, Arab, Muslim, and Middle Eastern Americans, have been 
intermittently incorporated into the racial category of ‘white’ (Gualtieri 2009; Maghbouleh 2017; 
Naber 2008a; Zarrugh 2016). Zarrugh (2016) argued that in the case of Arab Americans, a series 
of dramatic political events, both abroad and domestically, throughout the last century have 
galvanized members of the community to seek recognition as non-white racial subjects. She 
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referred to such moments as racialized political shocks or single political events which have the 
capacity to influence, and render precarious, the positions of certain groups in the US racial and 
ethnic landscape. Whether one views the political shock as a matter of race, ethnicity, or religion 
for Muslim Americans, the fact is that many Muslim Americans recognized the 2016 election of 
Donald Trump as a salient moment in their exclusion in American society, even altering their 
“sense of security” (Gowayed 2020). Many participants in my study said this was especially so 
as they watched their children grapple with the news of the election and as they tried to process it 
themselves.  
 
Seeing the World Through a Child’s Eyes  
During interviews with second-generation parents, I would transition to questions about 
Islamophobia by asking, “So… When Donald Trump was elected, what was that like for your 
family?” The moment I spoke his name, participants’ body language shifted. Many parents 
would sit upright in their seat and their voice would become more serious. I listened as parents 
recalled the exact moment when their children, who had varying levels of political 
understanding, found out about the results of the election. 
Halima sighed loudly and shook her head as she spoke, “Oh boy. My son and that wall. 
The day of the election results, he said, ‘So, did Trump build the wall?’ That was his question. 
His understanding of what was going on with the election was very concrete.”  
Wafa said that she was in disbelief the morning she read the election results which left 
her struggling to explain the news to her elementary-school age children: 
My kids did think Trump is gonna be elected and me, like, wearing rose colored glasses, I 




And then he ended up being elected and I thought, oh my goodness! Now how do I 
prepare them? The next morning after the election when they woke up it was like, who 
won? Who won? And so, I had to tell them. And I had to take the time to explain it to 
them that this is one person, he’s not gonna change everything that our country was built 
on and... So, I tried my best to reassure them but they continued to ask questions like, 
what does this mean for me? 
 
Wafa’s youngest child had a dream about what it might mean for his community: “he said he had 
a dream that all the Muslim men were being put in like, cop cars and locked up.” She said she 
was shocked by this revelation and reached out to his school counselor for guidance. Wafa was 
very concerned about her son showing signs of being traumatized.  
Many other children feared having their families detained, deported, or “banned.” Hala 
said that in the period leading up to the 2016 election, rumors were shared among students 
purporting that “if Trump wins, we're all gonna be deported and we're gonna have to leave 
America.” Rima said that when her daughter returned home from school “saying crazy stuff like 
that” she would explain that these claims were not true which would soothe her daughter’s fears 
temporarily. She added, “But when he won, my daughter was terrified. She was like, ‘Do we 
have to leave?’ and it broke my heart.” Rima said her daughter also asked, “Do we have to get 
out of the country now?” when she heard the election results. Rima said she struggled to offer a 
compelling response, “I told her, ‘no, we are not going to leave. You’re an American and no one 
can take that away from you. Sometimes people say things to make friends with other people 
even if they don’t believe it.’”  
Many parents tried to allay their children’s anxiety by offering advice such as 
“everything happens for a reason” or that the results were “Allah’s will.” According to Hala, 
Rising Star, the school her daughter/son attended, even sent out a memo to all of the parents 
outlining what to tell their children regarding the election: “It talked about how God wants 
everything to happen for a reason, that God put Trump as the president for a reason, and that we 
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can’t really dispute God's will. Something better may possibly come of it but we just don’t know 
what it is right now.” 
Enisa said her first grader went into a “dead silent kind of shock” when he heard the 
results: “he didn't get it, he didn't understand why it happened. I really had to comfort him.” Like 
Rima, Enisa said she did not know what to say and was relieved when her son came to his own 
conclusions during their discussion: “he had some divine insight or the innocence of seeing the 
world through the child’s eyes. He was like ‘maybe now Trump is president, he'll become good 
now.’ He’s optimistic and so I was like maybe, let's pray for that, let’s pray for that.” 
At the election event at the Northern Suburbs Mosque, the child-psychiatrist, Ayesha, 
laid out many recommendations for how parents of confused, scared, or traumatized children 
should speak to them about Trump’s win. First, she encouraged the members of the audience to 
process their own feelings before they talked with their children. She cautioned that a parents’ 
anxiety might unintentionally transfer to their children:  
So if you all feel like you are in a space or stage where you can’t talk to them without 
anger or anxiety bubbling over, then maybe let your spouse take some time to handle it. 
Once you are in control in your feelings, then that’s the time to have an open discussion 
with your kids. Try not to project your own feelings onto them. 
 
Ask open-ended questions, avoid questions like “are you worried about this?” or “does 
this make you feel anxious?” Young kids can be acutely aware of negative perceptions.  
 
And keep in mind that this isn’t going to be a one-time conversation. Like all the topics 
we have with our kids, it’s a series of conversations. Especially if things are changing 
around us and we are going through these stages also. 
 
When I interviewed Ayesha in her home a few weeks after the event, she said that when she 
asked her son about how he was dealing with the election, he told her that “one of his friends 
said that Trump might make the economy better. You know what, I’m not going to argue with 
him about that. If it’s helping him feel better that’s okay. He wasn’t like torn apart or broken. He 
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didn’t have the same anxiety that some of us adults did.” Her comments raised the possibility 
that some of the fears second-generation parents reported among their children may have been 
partially a result of their own projected anxieties.   
 
The School as a Shield and a Target 
 In the wake of the shock of Trump's election, many parents expressed great relief that 
their children were attending a parochial school. As Rima explained, “At this time that we are in 
right now, I feel very lucky that the kids are at Bristol Heights. Especially during this whole 
election thing because they’re not exposed. That’s one thing that’s actually a blessing because 
they can just be a kid, just concentrate on school. Concentrate on their morals and they’re not 
distracted.” For Hala, it was important that her children were shielded not only from 
“distractions” but also from the trauma of anti-Muslim bullying: “[I am] really happy that they're 
in an Islamic school because if they were in a public school they would probably be hearing a lot 
of things from people. Like, your religion is bad, Muslims are terrorists, and blah blah blah. I'm 
really glad they're not hearing that.” In this way, as I discussed in the previous chapter, the 
Islamic school provided protection from the Islamophobia rampant in the wider American 
society.  
The Islamic parochial schools provided insulation from anti-immigrant bullying and more 
generalized forms of xenophobia found in some of their public counterparts. On November 9, 
2016, a xenophobic conflict took place at a middle school in Royal Oak, a city located in 
Detroit’s northern suburbs. Middle school students chanted “build the wall” (the signature chant 
at Trump's rallies across the nation) at a group of Latin American students in the cafeteria 
(Stafford and Higgins 2016). A video recording of this incident went viral (it was viewed 
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millions of times) and the story made national headlines. Disturbed by the incident, many parents 
in this study repeatedly brought it up when reflecting on their decision to send their children to 
the Islamic school. They feared Trump’s anti-Muslim rhetoric might be used to alienate their 
children from the rest of their peers. 
At the same time that the Islamic schools provided protection within the Muslim bubble, 
parents said that the decision to place them in a Muslim environment also raised some fears. 
Muslim institutions often become targets of Islamophobia and this community’s institutions were 
no exception. Rashida explained the paradox of being both relieved and scared to have her 
children enrolled in an Islamic school: 
 
It gives me a sense of relief that they are in that school.  But also, at the same time, it 
gives me a sense of fear, because I drop off my children and I don’t know if some crazy 
wacko will go and do something at the school because it is an Islamic school.  So, on the 
one hand, I always pray to God when I drop them off, that they’re going to be safe and I 
can pick them up and they’ll be safe.   
 
And I’ve talked to the administration about what they can do to up their security 
measures because it really does worry me. There’s so much hate out there, and so many 
hate crimes, and people who don’t know how to differentiate between these wackos that 
they see on TV and the rest of the Muslim, 1.3 billion Muslims in the world.  You know?   
 
So, it does worry me on one hand, but it also does give me a sense of relief that they are 
in an environment that is predominantly Muslim, and they don’t have to deal with the 
bullying that comes with that. Because I do know that there is bullying to Muslims in 
public schools.  My friend, her son was called a terrorist.  He goes to a public school.  
And so, it’s kind of disturbing. 
 
Like Rashida, other parents described their fears of the school being attacked by violent 
extremists. Amira pointed out how the visibility of her sons’ school, Rising Star Academy, might 
make it a target: “I fear for their safety. Let’s just be very honest. Google tells you everything, 
where everything is, right? So, if anyone would look up Islamic schools in the area, they could 
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look. They’re going to show up. I fear for their safety because hate crimes are on the rise, and it’s 
just what can you really do? I just pray for their safety.”   
 Viewing the Muslim schools as a potential site for extremist violence was not just a 
hypothetical idea in the case of Rising Star. In 2017, the mosque adjacent to the school was one 
of many across the country to receive a letter threatening genocide. The letter read: 
 
To the Children of Satan, 
 
You muslims are a vile and filthy people. Your mothers are whores and your fathers are 
dogs. You are evil. You worship the devil. But, your day of reckoning has arrived. 
 There’s a new sherriff [sic] in town—President Donald Trump. He’s going to 
cleanse America and make it shine again. And, he’s going to start with you muslims. 
He’s going to do to you muslims what Hitler did to the jews. You muslims would be wise 
to pack your bags and get out of Dodge.  
 This is a great time for patriotic Americans. Long live President Trump and God 
bless the USA!!! 
  
 Americans for a Better Way 
 
Because of threats like these, parents worried that their children’s school might become a 
target of violence. Lamis asked rhetorically, “How are we supposed to stop it?” 
 In response to parents’ fears, each of the schools had a security system and evacuation 
protocol in place. When I visited the schools for interviews and observation, they were equipped 
with video doorbell systems with a remote unlocking system. At Rising Star, I was only able to 
enter once I was “buzzed” into a foyer. Once in the foyer, I had to be greeted by an administrator 
who led me to the front office where I signed my name on a registry and stated my business. At 
Salaam School, the parking lot was patrolled by a retired police officer. Hala said she felt 
relieved by the security measures being taken there:    
 
I mean, I can’t say that the thought of an attack hasn't crossed my mind that maybe 
because it's an Islamic school it could be targeted, you know, for like a hate crime. I've 




Salaam School has actually addressed that and they've sent email listing all the 
precautions they are taking. Plus the fire department and police department is right across 
the street.  
 
And then during times when there were more hate crimes happening, they actually 
requested that the police sort of drive around the school frequently. And he was! But then 
he was ticketing all the moms who had their cars parked in the fire lane and the principal 
got complaints. 
 
Noor said she participated in a parent committee to help reinforce the security measures at 
Bristol Heights academy after the school received “numerous bomb threats” in 2016. As a result 
of its work, “the doors are always locked and every couple of months, they have the drills where 
they go in a bathroom and practice the safety precautions that they need.”  
 The precarious sense of safety and security parents felt for their children enrolled at 
Muslim parochial schools was not just a recent phenomenon occurring with the rise of Donald 
Trump. Parents who had older children talked about how their fears began after 9/11. For 
example, Eman said she was “extremely worried” when her oldest daughter started preschool 
because “her first day of preschool was scheduled for September 12th, 2001. I freaked out and I 
didn’t want her to go to an Islamic school because I thought that something bad would happen to 
her while she was there. I was like there is no way she’s going there, and I cancelled her 
enrollment.” Although Eman did re-enroll her daughter in kindergarten at an Islamic school, her 
initial fears were strong enough to temporarily avoid the environment altogether.  
 Amira became involved in her children’s school security measures after her fears of 
school violence were stoked in the wake of the 2006 Amish school shooting in Lancaster 
County, Pennsylvania. She said she was “petrified” to drop her kids off at school, which at the 
time had an open-door policy—anyone was allowed to enter the school as a visitor. She recalled, 
“I thought what’s to stop anyone coming in and just coming in to hurt these kids? And so and I 
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remember talking to my husband about it. And he was like ‘Well, why don’t we just ask them to 
get a lock put in?’ And when I talked to the director about it, he said, ‘Everything is in God’s 
hands. We don’t need to do any extra security and stuff.’ So, he never had locks on the doors or 
anything.” But after the director retired that year, Amira and her husband pushed for the locks 
again and they were installed in 2007. She added that the double set of locked doors, the ones I 
encountered at Rising Star during my fieldwork, were installed in 2016.  
 
How Do Parents Make Sense of Trump?  
Ayesha, the child psychiatrist and parent of three third-generation Muslim American 
children, called on her community to sort out their emotions and feelings before having difficult 
conversations about the 2016 election with their kids. So how did parents in this study make 
sense of Trump? My conversations with them revealed that most held a very negative view of the 
president. While a few parents, specifically from the Syrian American community, praised 
Trump for his actions against Assad in Syria, there were very few favorable opinions. A recent 
study by Pew (2017) found that three-quarters of Muslim voters say they cast a ballot for Hillary 
Clinton in the 2016 presidential election, and two-thirds of U.S. Muslims overall say they 
disapprove of the way Donald Trump is handling his job as president. 
Only one parent, Kareem, a first-generation father from Syria, said he voted for Trump. 
He explained his position: "I think we all agreed with President Trump bombing Assad, for 
sending a message to him, ‘Stop bombing and killing these people and starving them for the past 
6 years.’  I dislike some of what Trump thinks, what he does, and I like many things that he does. 
I think he’s a businessman, I think he can get our economy back together. I feel my future is in 
Michigan. I want the industry to come back again. I want to stop the depleting of jobs.” 
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After providing an analysis of his opinions on the automotive industry, Kareem criticized 
Trump’s treatment of the Muslim community: “I disagree with how he is painting Islam with a 
broad brush. In my opinion, it’s unfair. But I always relate it to the idea the person in nature is an 
enemy of the unknown. He never had a Muslim friend, probably.”  
As Kareem shared his political views, his otherwise relaxed and convivial partner 
Rashida became quiet and stern. When he finished speaking, she quipped: “He’s never had a 
friend. Period!” I turned to Rashida and asked for her point of view, which was consistent with 
that of the majority of the parents I interviewed. She said: “I have a less favorable view of Trump 
[than my husband].  I don’t think that he’s doing anything because he really cares about the 
Syrian people. I think he’s doing it to boost his ratings and I don’t think he’s going to do 
anything else. I just don’t trust the guy. I don’t think that he has values, I don’t think he has a 
heart. I think that he’s a very cutthroat businessman and has no clue about running a country. 
And he’s so divisive. Against all minorities. And Muslims at the forefront. To me that’s 
unforgiveable.” 
Many parents said they were critical of Trump’s morality in terms of social justice. Imran 
said he believed a major problem of the American political system is that political viability is 
more important than social consciousness. “The problem is the fact that you measure wins and 
losses through votes, and you don’t even care about character and the morality. This ultimately 
creates a situation where there’s no introspection, there’s no moral element, there’s no right or 
wrong, because you have to back whoever can win.” He then connected this philosophy to the 
election of Trump, who he said won based not on moral principle but being perceived as 
successful: “There are qualities that make you unique, that connect you to God, and can make 
you universally recognized as a person of character. Nobody can say what good character is, but 
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everybody knows when somebody has good character. Nobody thinks that Donald Trump has 
good character, not even his supporters. But he’s powerful and his support is based on that. 
People want to back a winner.” Like Rashida, Imran said he believed Trump’s actions and 
statements show his desire to be liked rather than a commitment to any particular guiding 
principle.  
Some parents spoke with courtesy when describing Trump and his supporters, as if trying 
to give them the benefit of the doubt. For example, at the time of my interview with Rasha, 
Trump had been elected but not yet inaugurated. She said she wanted to reserve her judgment on 
Trump until he officially became president: “For me like it’s a wait and see. Let’s see what he 
does. He’s completely untried and untested. I want to wait and see where things are headed. Our 
school district right now, there was definitely a contingency there, that parents voted for Trump, 
they were Trump supporters that were wearing Trump hats. They have a right to their opinion.” 
Other parents were much less restrained when they spoke of their opinions on Trump. 
Rasha’s husband Saqib shook his head when Rasha brought up the bright red Trump hats and 
said: “I saw a kid turning into [the public high school] today wearing a ‘Make America Great 
Again,’ hat and I actually didn’t flip him off. I’m proud of myself for that!” Aliya, who 
maintains a popular online presence, received some Islamophobic and pro-Trump comments on 
her Instagram account directed at her for wearing hijab. She described her reaction: “when I saw 
that, I was like yelling at my screen: ‘screw Trump!’ He’s nothing. He’s nothing. Those negative 
people, they are such a small, small amount, but they’re so loud.” 
Rima said she had a tendency to become visibly and audibly angry when she heard 
Trump’s voice as she listened to NPR on her morning commute—a habit she said she was trying 
to stop after an alarming incident with her youngest child: “my two-and-a-half-year-old was just 
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nursing one day. She got off and said, ‘I hate Donald Trump.’ I was like, ‘What did you say?’ 
She was like, ‘I hate Donald Trump.’ Oh my gosh! It shows you that kids are always listening.”   
With Islamophobia on the rise at both the personal and societal levels, Muslim parents 
felt they were raising their third-generation children in an inescapable shadow of Islamophobia. 
Whether their kids were in the public school or at the private school, the threat of violence 
loomed large. Yet, they did not want their children to live a life of fear. Parents wanted their 
children to be able to stand up to bullies and attacks on their religion. Wafa told a story that is 
emblematic of this perspective: 
 
When I went to vote for the 2016 election, my boys were with me because they didn’t 
have school that day. We were at one of the polling sites and there were these ladies that 
had a sign that said something about wanting Trump to win. So I went up to them and I 
asked, what is it that you like about Trump? Like, why do you support Trump? And they 
said, he's gonna get rid of all the terrorists and he's gonna make this country great again. I 
asked, who are the terrorists? Am I a terrorist? And they said well it depends, do you 
justify beheading? And I was like, I can't believe you're asking me that! How ignorant, 
you know? I had kids with me. So, my kids witnessed that. 
 
And I thought that they would be strong enough to handle it. Because I was very calm, it 
wasn't like yelling or anything but it was the weight of what was being said. And my 
boys just could not handle, they were like physically not able to handle it and were like 
pulling on me “let’s go!” And I was like, come on you guys, it’s okay to have this 
conversation. I'm raising you guys to be strong, vocal people. When you see something, 
you need to be able to speak up. We are still working on it.  
 
Wafa was frustrated not only because she faced religious persecution in front of her children but 
because she saw her boys as wilting in the face of it. Like many other parents, she believed the 
next generation of Muslim Americans had the potential to be great leaders for equality and 
justice in the United States—but she believed this outcome would not occur without persistence 




The Silver Lining Effect 
 
Backlash is defined as an excessive and adverse societal and governmental reaction to a 
political or ideological crisis against a group. Bakalian and Bozorgmehr (2009) argued that 
following such a crisis and its subsequent backlash, an opportunity structure often emerges for 
mobilization and social integration among the aggrieved group. In the case of Muslim and other 
Middle Eastern Americans, the 9/11 backlash resulted in widespread fear, anxiety, and a growing 
mistrust of the government. And yet, instead of “caving in,” Bakalian and Bozorgmehr (2009) 
found that this backlash spurred advocacy, grassroots organization, and pan-ethnic and pan-
religious political mobilization. In other words, backlash paradoxically holds the capacity to 
promote social integration into American society and may thus be seen as a silver lining.  
The election of Donald Trump served as another political crisis for Muslim Americans 
during which anti-Muslim backlash was unleashed. But instead of backing down or caving in, 
parents in this study interpreted the political moment as a time for building broader social 
connections and upholding their Muslim values. Many parents reported that while they or 
members of their families experienced isolated incidents of anti-Muslim hate crimes or bullying, 
overall, they felt supported by members of mainstream society outside of their faith. For 
example, Fatima said that since Trump was elected, she felt that “overall, I feel like people have 
been nicer to me.” I expressed my surprise and said, “That's such a relief to hear!” She 
continued, “My goodness, the day after the elections you wouldn't believe how many messages I 
got from my friends of other faiths that were just checking in on me. They were just letting me 




Annie shared a troubling story about her daughter with a non-Muslim white American 
childhood friend and was surprised by his response: 
 
A friend of mine, wonderful angel, served one term of duty in Iraq and another term of 
duty in Afghanistan. He rides a Harley hog and everything. And the night after the 
election he sent me a message on Facebook, “Hey, I just wanted to see how you guys 
were doing. I know that this has been rough with the election.”  
 
So, I told him what happened one night with Sara my daughter. How she came to me in 
tears and said, “Mom, I can’t sleep because on one hand, we’ve got Trump, and he wants 
to kick us out, and then on the other hand, there’s ISIS, and they want to kill us because 
we don’t believe the way that they do.” 
 
And he immediately, he’s like “You give her my number and you let her know, there’s 
me and there’s a whole lot of other current and ex-military people that will not let this 
happen to her. We will defend her.” And he even said, he’s like, “If she ever feels unsafe, 
you let me know, and I’m coming. Make up the guest room, because I’m coming.” 
 
Annie said that this exchange made her feel loved and she was excited to share his kind words 
with her daughter. She noted that without the election results she would never have known her 
friend felt this way about the safety of her children.  
 For other parents, the silver lining of the 2016 election went beyond kind words and 
spurred positive change. I learned that Wafa, who had been active in her local public-school 
system as an advocate for inclusivity and diversity for years, was able to found a “district-wide 
initiative” that year. The program offers training to parents, teachers, and students on “restorative 
culture through educational equity for all.” I asked what these meetings looked like and found 
the group met regularly to discuss any reports of bullying or insensitive remarks at school and 
offer solutions. Wafa beamed with pride when she told a story about how the group, despite 
having no other Muslim parents, began the process of advocating to change the date of the end of 
the year school party because it fell during Ramadan.  
It was so cool. There was this big discussion about ‘what are we gonna do to 
accommodate the Muslim students?’ So here I am in a group of people discussing and I 
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was the only Muslim in the group and yet I wasn't even the one that brought the topic up! 
It was even at the point where I said, ‘well you know you guys, you might only have like 
two or three Muslim kids there.’ I don't want you to change everything just for a handful. 
And they said, ‘No, Wafa, we need to do this. It’s not about how many kids are there. 
Even if there's one kid there we need to make sure every child feels included.’ And so, 
what they ended up doing is, they pushed back the party time to make sure that the kids 
would be able to participate in like, the food aspect of the party and not feel so left out.” 
 
While Wafa described her excitement at feeling included in the wake of the 2016 
election, other parents reported that the political situation motivated them to reach out to other 
marginalized communities. For example, Faisal said: 
Trump isn’t just attacking us [Muslims], it’s everyone. I think the election made us just 
kind of rethink and reevaluate what we need to do. It’s only made us realize more that we 
need to do more to make our environment a better environment for everyone. And we 
need to do just our little part, whatever that is. And I think that part of that is to be honest, 
to be courageous, to speak up. 
 
Honestly, I’m not as concerned for our community here. I mean I’m aware there are 
problems, but I’m not as concerned about what are we going to do with the microscope 
and spotlight is on Muslims. I’m more concerned about what will we do when the next 
group is being marginalized. What if they aren’t expecting it?  
 
The implication of Faisal’s comments is that his community has been preparing for backlash 
while other communities may be caught off guard. This thinking concerning the inevitability of 
backlash is indicative of the way that many second-generation Muslim American parents are 
raising their children. The parents said they wanted their children to be ready to handle inequality 
that they will almost certainly face while also encouraging them to feel empowered to combat it. 
Bakalian and Bozorgmehr (2009:251) argued that 9/11 ushered in “the Muslim moment” in 
which “the faithful engaged in conscious raising, blending elements of their religion with civil 
rights and constitutional democracy.” Interviews with parents in this study show how, in many 





This chapter provided in-depth empirical evidence of the trauma, conflict, and anger 
many Muslim American families experienced in the wake of the 2016 election of Donald Trump 
and their subsequent coping strategies. I have demonstrated how in response to the rise of Trump 
and Islamophobia, many second-generation Muslim American parents simultaneously felt scared 
for their personal and community’s safety and empowered to combat it. I found that this 
racialized shock provided an opportunity structure for greater levels of integration into 
mainstream society through social outreach and political activism and thus a silver lining.   
The examples of the interfaith post-election mosque event and the many kind personal 
communications parents reported receiving in the wake of the election show how experiences 
with backlash in this community were far from uniform. Yet the responses shared a common 
thread: parents did not want their children to cower in the face of such hatred. As I have shown 
throughout this dissertation, their third-generation children were expected to grow up to be 
consistently strong Muslim Americans. In the chapter that follows, I will provide a conclusion to 







How do we explain the conscious attempt by second generation Muslim parents to foster 
a distinctly Muslim and American identity among their third-generation children? More 
specifically, how have the parenting decisions of upper-middle class, second-generation Muslim 
Americans primed their children for adult life as both fully incorporated members of the 
American mainstream and as devoted members of a religious minority? These are the central 
questions that I address in this dissertation. This pattern of assimilation that I found among 
second-generation Muslim American families in my study is surprising given the racial and 
ethnic variation among them, their high levels of socioeconomic success, and residential 
integration. In spite of these factors, I found the second-generation Muslim Americans in my 
study sought, on the one hand, to shed ethnic attachments in line with their subjective sense of 
assimilation, while, on the other hand, they gave preference to a pan-ethnic, pan-racial, 
decultured Islam, which they referred to as pure Islam. Instead of assimilating entirely, they 
worked hard to maintain their minority religious identity and practices even as they moved closer 
to the American mainstream in contrast to their first-generation parents and peers.   
In this study, I brought Muslim Americans’ subjective sense of what it means to practice 
a minority faith front and center. To do so, I relied on empirical evidence collected among 
second-generation Lebanese, Syrian, Indian, and Pakistani parents to show how this group 
consciously crafts an ethnically universalistic American Islam. During the 2016-2018 academic 
school years, I conducted participant observation in school and mosque settings; I volunteered at 
Boy Scout troop meetings, field trips, and school parties; I worked alongside parents at charity 
events, fundraisers, and social justice protests. I also interviewed 72 second-generation Muslim 
parents, school administrators, and after-school activity leaders.  
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As I argued in chapter one, an ethnographic approach has the great virtue of shedding 
light on an otherwise often closed-off minority religious community and revealing both 
individual religious values and how those values translate into practices. More broadly, the 
findings from this study have implications for sociology by expanding our understanding of 
assimilation, the intergenerational transmission of religion, and the ways Muslim Americans 
internalize and respond to Islamophobia. In this concluding chapter, I review my interventions in 
each of these areas, and raise some questions for further study.  
 
A Subject-Centered Approach to Assimilation 
 
Participants in this study subjectively defined assimilation differently than what is found 
in the typical sociological account. Contrary to theories of assimilation that measure success 
primarily in relation to the socioeconomic achievement of the white middle class or in relation to 
high-achieving co-ethnics, my research suggests another outcome: religion shapes how second-
generation Arab and South Asian Muslim Americans frame and support a subjectively defined 
form of success. 
As I argued in chapter two the families in my study defined success beyond 
socioeconomic attainment, placing high value on spiritual and moral rectitude. While common 
cultural practices within the Muslim community (such as keeping halal or wearing hijab) are 
often viewed by those outside this community with confusion, hostility, or exotic curiosity, these 
practices were incorporated into the families’ sense of assimilation. I found that families 
deliberately defended the social boundaries around their faith in reproducing a Muslim identity 
in their children. Instead of shedding or downplaying their stigmatized religious identity in the 
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face of Islamophobia, they saw and used Islam as a springboard toward spiritual and 
socioeconomic success through processes of strategic assimilation. Thus, my dissertation shows 
the conscious boundary work of Muslim Americans to shape particular social identities that they 
wished to see in their children: Muslim and American.  
What cultural repertoires made these identities possible? In chapter three, on leaving 
cultural baggage behind, I explored how in order to substantiate both of those identities, second-
generation Muslim parents adopted distinctive cultural practices that set them apart from 
immigrant Muslims and mainstream American society. Sometimes these differences caused rifts 
between members of different generations. To arbitrate such conflicts about which cultural 
practices to adopt and when, second-generation parents intentionally employed religious 
justifications based on an interpretation of the religion that they termed “pure Islam.” They did 
so in contrast to their immigrant parents and peers who, from the perspective of the second-
generation, participated in home country ethnic culture out of ritual habit. When immigrant 
beliefs and practices were seen to conflict with pure Islam, they were deemed “cultural 
baggage.”  
The result of this cultural negotiation was a de-ethnicized Islam. In the process of leaving 
cultural baggage behind, members of this community practiced a distinctly American form of 
their religion. This analysis contributes to a small but growing body of scholarship on how 
American-born Muslims are consciously crafting an American Islam in contrast to the Islam 
found among the immigrant generation (Bilici 2012; Ewing 2008; Leonard 2002). 
 




This project makes a theoretical contribution by drawing from and building on 
scholarship regarding the intergenerational transmission of minority religion. Scholars whose 
work is situated at the intersection of the sociology of religion and U.S. immigration have called 
attention to the dearth of research on the role religion plays in shaping the assimilation process 
now taking place in contemporary immigrant communities, especially among those who practice 
a religion outside of the Judeo-Christian tradition and in later-generation families (Foner and 
Alba 2008; Kurien 2012; Min 2010; Warner 1998, 2007).   
I have added to this discussion by demonstrating how keeping the faith through the 
generations is possible utilizing Peter Berger’s (1967) theory of the sacred canopy. The seminal 
theory, which has been overlooked in the sociology of religion in recent decades given that 
Berger’s secularization hypothesis failed to materialize, helps explain how shared ideas about 
religion foster social stability when they are shared by virtually all adherents of a society or 
social group. I revived and modernized the theory in chapter four, showing how Muslim 
American parents tried to transmit their religion to the third generation in the context of 
widespread religious pluralism.  
My data revealed how second-generation Muslim parents created a sacred canopy from 
the religiously particularistic social world of the Islamic schools, mosques, and home (what they 
termed a “Muslim bubble”) to protect their young children from potentially morally 
compromising and religiously confusing outside social influences. But this bubble was only 
temporary. I showed how after carefully creating the bubble, parents then consciously and slowly 
deflated it as the children aged by exposing them to the wider non-Muslim society in order to 
prepare them for life as a member of a minority group in America. Even as fully integrated 
members of the wider society, religious pluralism did not threaten to secularize the families in 
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this study. Instead, parents carefully worked to socialize their children as Muslims brave enough 
to face the chaos of alternative worldviews.    
 
Muslim American Families and Islamophobia 
 
In recent years, Western media coverage of Islam has been almost exclusively negative. 
In fact, in the two-year period from April 1, 2015 to March 31, 2017, there was not a single 
month in which American TV news stories with Muslims as the protagonists were more positive 
than negative (Stone 2017). Most of this news coverage depicts Islam, Muslims, and Muslim 
organizations as a source of violence and in the context of discussions of security at the expense 
of stories about the lives of ordinary Muslims. This pattern departs from U.S. media reporting of 
other religious groups: Muslims have the most negative media coverage of any religious group 
when compared to Christian, Jewish, and “other” religions. Following these trends in media 
representation, much scholarly attention has been paid to the negative backlash contemporary 
immigrant Muslim Americans and their religious congregations have faced in the post-9/11 era 
(Bakalian and Bozorgmehr 2009; Cainkar 2009; Howell and Jamal 2008; Naber 2008b).  
Discrimination and prejudice are part of the everyday experience of the Muslim 
Americans in this study. As I demonstrated in chapter five, the threat of violence to their 
personal, family, and community safety from members of the wider society is persistent and 
credible. While these fears shaped some of their parenting decisions, especially in moments 
immediately following a political shock such as the 2016 election or 9/11, their everyday lives 
were not overwhelmed by such fears. In fact, except for religious worship, their day-to-day 
activities did not look much different than that of the average suburban American family. I found 
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that the strength and resilience that parents worked hard to build in their children became an 
important intangible resource upon which to draw, especially as the political climate in the 
United States worsened for Muslim Americans with the 2016 election of Donald Trump. This in-
depth portrait of Muslim American family life is, I believe, one of the major empirical 
contributions of this study. Instead of focusing strictly on security concerns and issues of 
discrimination, I showed how second-generation Muslim American parents socialized their 
children to stay committed to their faith while actively gaining membership in mainstream 




 We still have much to learn about the topics of concern in this dissertation which, I hope, 
can serve as a leaping-off point for future research on Muslim Americans. Additional studies 
should explore not just what second-generation Muslim American family members say and do in 
relation to the third generation, but also outcomes for this generation. I found that while trying to 
pass on an intentional, unapologetic Muslim American identity, second-generation parents aimed 
to avoid passing on many of their parents’ ethnic attachments, which they perceived as a 
potential threat to their interpretation of a pure Islam. Once their third-generation children mature 
and start families of their own, will we find evidence of a “third generation return” to ethnicity? 
Additionally, given the strict definition of success that these second-generation parents have 
created, will the third generation be able to meet these expectations and what will the 
consequences be if they do not?  
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Given that Islamophobia is still widespread, future studies should continue to examine 
the way Islam is “raced” in the United States. While an emergent literature on this topic is 
growing, this literature tends to focus on outsiders’ perceptions of Muslim Americans; we know 
little about how members of this group make sense of their own racialization. Using “subject-
centered” research methodologies can help fill this research gap. It is also important to show how 
race and ethnicity mediate the way Muslim Americans respond to their racialization. Community 
studies on minority groups such as Mexican and Arab Americans reveal that members of the 
same national origin or ethnic group often experience race differently because of phenotype, 
socioeconomic status, and gender. How might these findings apply to Muslim Americans, the 
nation’s most racially and ethnically diverse faith group? To what extent the experiences of 
Muslim Americans should be understood as those of a racial group is a burgeoning subject for 
further research.  
Additionally, because this project focused on upper-middle class, suburban families in 
Metro-Detroit, it remains to be seen how the findings might apply to less-affluent Muslim 
Americans and those living in urban communities across the nation.  
 
Concluding Remarks 
In this dissertation, I sought to advance our understanding of the Muslim American 
experience through adopting and refining a number of theoretical perspectives used in other 
contexts. Alejandro Portes (1997) has argued that theoretical advances arise out of the ability to 
reconstitute a perceptual field and to identify connections not previously seen.  In this 
dissertation, I have shown how theoretical concepts and frameworks that have been advanced by 
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sociologists to make sense of other phenomena can help shed light on the Muslim American case 
as well as broaden our understanding of the concepts and frameworks themselves.   
In sum, these second-generation parents’ identity construction processes reflect a pattern 
of integration that places them nearer to the mainstream than were their first-generation parents. 
What will happen with the third generation remains to be seen. Is it possible that eventually other 
Americans will come to see Islam as an American religion, as happened in the past for Judaism 
and Catholicism? As Alba and Foner  (2015) speculate, this is one possible path in the decades 
ahead. 
Parents expect that their third-generation children will move even nearer to the American 
mainstream than they have, which will likely make retaining a minority identity more difficult. 
We need additional studies to capture the ethnic and religious assimilation patterns of members 
of the third generation as they continue to grow in age and in size. Such research is especially 
warranted as Islam is largely still perceived as a foreign religion given that most Muslims in 
America are immigrants (Pew Research Center 2017). However, as the share of American-born 
Muslims continues to grow, the religion may begin to shed its immigrant associations. What the 
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